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Conceptualizing “Consolidation of Democracy” and the Problems of

Democratization in Thailand.
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Abstract

Consolidation of democracy is an important step in the process of authoritarian
transition to permanent democracy. Samuel P. Huntington proposed that there are 3
groups of authoritarian regimes, namely, one-party system, military regimes, and
personal dictatorships. The transition to democracy can be achieved in 4 ways :

1) Transformation, with the leaders in the authoritarian regimes, taking

crucial part in the process of democratization;



2) Replacements, in which the strong opposition groups taking the lead
against the standpatters;

3) Transplacement , which is achieved by the combined efforts of both the
government and the oppositions, and

4) Intervention, when outside power imposing the change on the defeated
countries or on the colonies.

This intervention will be successful or not depends on the existing conditions,
notably, cultural settings, the traditional institutions, and the readiness of the leaders in
the old regimes.

Most writers on consolidation of democracy have offered different concepts
related to the consolidation process which need to be understood. For example,
“liberalization” of an authoritarian regime is not a process of democratization, although a
liberalized authoritarian regime may relax its control over certain freedoms allowing the
people to express their opinions, to assembly, to organize, or to engage in private
business.

Even the concept of “democratization” actually is defined as the starting point of
consolidation process, meaning mainly the holding of contested, free and fair election of
political leaders, without the use of violence. Democratization is completed when such
elections have become routinized, but elections themselves do not make democracy, as

electoralism or electoralist fallacy may lead to misunderstanding of the process of

democratization. Thus, Karen Dawisha and Bruce Parrott, for example, considered
consolidated democracy as achieved when most major social groups expect that
government leaders are elected in a competitive elections, and representative
institutions and procedures are recognized as the main channels for making claims to
the states. This is not yet a complete definition of the concept. Dawisha and Parrott

have, however, offered 4 criteria to measure consolidation, namely,

) “two-turnover test,” i.e., the smooth transition of power through elections;
(2) Low popular support for anti-system parties or democracy;
(3) High public commitment for the fundamental norms and procedures of

democratic politics and



(4) Consensus among elites of the desirability of democratic norms and
values to be institutionalizing and legitimized.
Juan J. Linz and Alfred Stepan have likewise proposed a set of criteria, or benchmarks
to rate consolidation of democracy. First, there are 3 conditions which have to be met
first : (1) the existing of a state (2) democratic transition must be completed (3)
democracy must be the rule of government.

After these 3 conditions are met, then democracy will be consolidated when (1)
there is a strong and vibrant civil society (2) political society (3) rule of law (4) state
bureaucracy and (5) economic society. Most important, there must exist what Linz
and Stepan call Rechtsstaat (a state of law), i.e. the government and state apparatus
have to be subject to the law, the use of discretionary power needs to be limited, and
the people can depend on the courts for justice. Linz and Stepan summarized the
whole concept of consolidation of democracy that it happens when democracy is
accepted as “the only game in town,” i.e., even in severe political and economic crisis,
the democratic channels will be used to deal with the situations.

Other writers on the consolidation of democracy, the example, Philippe C.
Schmitter, has offered the explanations for this concept in its complex dimensions such
as the “pacts” made among contending groups during the transition, the timing,
rhythms, and various obstacles, but most are in agreement that reverses can happen on
the way toward, or after, consolidation. However, most writers and policy-makers from
the countries which Robert A. Daht called “polyarchies” agree that consolidation must
start with democratization. This has led to the establishment of world organizations, for
instance, the Community of Democracies, to promote global democratization.

For Thailand, the hope to consolidate democracy after the proclamation of the
1997 Constitution and the elections in 2001, and 2005 has been shattered with the coup
detat of September 2006. At present, conflicts over certain provisions of the
Constitution, the roles of political parties, the elections, and even the behavior of
politicians, and the anti-system pressure groups, the lack of the rule of law and the state

of law have evidently shown that democracy in far from being “the only game in town.”
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