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Precis of roundtable statement

From the perspective of comparative politics, Malaysia counts as a transition state. Issues such as competitive democracy, pluralism and the role of civil society for political change are central to the transition process. The March 2008 elections and the subsequent development can be considered a critical juncture in the post-Merdeka political history. The question is whether the aftermath of March 2008 has given way to the formation of an embedded democracy. In analytical terms, five criteria are regarded important for the transition to an embedded democracy:

· Electoral system

· Civil rights
· Political rights

· Horizontal and vertical accountability

· Effective governmental power
Statehood, civil society, social justice and economic premises surround those pillars. In the case of Malaysia, the electoral system (FPTP) favours a two-party system – which did not come about until 2008 since there was no single opposition party with the capacity to challenge BN’s two-thirds majority. A commitment to the Pakatan Rakayat (PR) coalition thus became the most rational choice for any of the opposition parties longing to break BN’s dominance. While civil society forces joined the PR course and made use of their political rights (i.e. vote) the PR coalition is still fragile – at least in comparison to the relatively close ranks of BN. This is why a full-fledged two-party system is not yet established in Malaysia. In addition to the difficulties of forming a two-party system, which countries such as Japan are facing for over a decade despite favourable electoral laws, the Malaysian rakyat’s confidence in PR’s horizontal and vertical accountability has yet to unfold. Although PR’s representatives are in command of five state governments, the actual proficiency in governing is, for many of them, a learning-by-doing process. BN’s five decades of one-party dominance (if we take it as one party) provided only few avenues for opposition politicians to perform effective policymaking and prove their skills. Effective governmental power has always been in the hands of the ruling coalition. 
If PR were truly a danger to Malaysia’s political stability, to social harmony and economic progress (an image that some actors prefer to pread), reason would suggest that voters notice this after a short period of time and simply vote the PR coalition out. However, not everybody in Malaysia seems to be so patient as to wait for the next general elections. The strategies that are applied in order to uncover potential weaknesses of the opposition coalition are surprising, indeed. Instead of taking advantage of PR’s freshmen status in the state assemblies, i.e. waiting for opportunities to underscore the newcomers’ (alleged) inexperience, it appears that BN resorts to worn-out strategies in order to oust PR from the five opposition-controlled state assemblies. The most telling example for such a procedure is Perak. From a comparative perspective, this reaction of a ruling elite vis-à-vis a competitor bears various risks and may well backfire (aside from the fact that the recent turf battle looks pretty unprofessional). 
Three thoughts may be mentioned in regard of recent political affairs in Malaysia:

1) An increasing fluctuation and cross-over in party membership will, in the long run, affect voter’s confidence in party politics and render party membership a vehicle for attaining personal privilege rather than conveying sound political ideas. The Philippines are notoriously known for high numbers of cross-overs, which have so far neither served political stability nor voter’s trust in party politics.
2) A transition towards democracy is doomed to failure when economy and politics rely on rent-seeking and the rent-seeking elites succeed in forming coalitions that prevent distributive change. Unfortunately, the current Malaysian scenario does not offer much to rebut the impression that rent-preserving plays a relevant role in the transition process. 

3) Political engineering has taken place in various Southeast Asian countries in order to contain ethnic cleavages (some call it a “demise of consociationalism” [Bill Reilly]). Centripetal mechanisms have become prominent, for instance in Singapore or Indonesia. Malaysia, in quite some contrast, appears to manage its social and ethnic diversity by implementing increasingly Islamically-inclined policies. The success of these policies in terms of social harmony is certainly open to debate.     
