Pathways to Democracy: Observations and lessons of the Transition Process in Four Countries.

A Seminar jointly organized by the Egyptian Council of Foreign Affairs and  Partners In Development for Research, Consulting and Training.

This seminar, jointly organized by the Egyptian Council for Foreign Affairs and Partners in Development for Research, Consulting and Training in the premises of the ECFA on May 24,2011  reviewed three cases of transition from authoritarian regimes to democracy. It was addressed by ambassadors of Poland, Brazil and senior diplomats of the embassy of Indonesia as well as ambassadors Nihad Abdellatif and Dr. Sayed Amin Shalaby. Their interventions were commented on by  researchers from PID , namely Dr.Nadine Sika, Mr. Reda Hilal and Prof. Mustapha Kamel Al-Sayyid. The latter offered some concluding remarks in the final session of the seminar.

 The four cases: Differences and similarities:

 Participants, while examining these different cases, were looking for lessons drawn from these cases that could be useful for the management of transition in Egypt, a transition which has not been completed yet. The three cases have each a specific historical and geographic specificity. The oldest of the three cases, namely that of Brazil took place in Latin America in the second half of the 1980’s, while the continent was still dominated by military regimes which came power at the height of the cold war. The second case had its scene in an East European country that was ruled by a Communist Party in 1989 when the signs of the end of the cold war were  easy to detect. Indonesia was the third country in South East Asia to make the transition, after both Korea and the Philippines, driven by the negative impact of the East Asia financial crisis of 1997. It was also ruled by a military regime. Egypt, the country which was in the minds of all speakers and participants shared with Indonesia the rule by a former military officer who had been in power for nearly thirty years, almost equal to the duration of General Suharto’s reign in Indonesia.

Causes of the breakdown of the old regimes:

The causes of the breakdown of the authoritarian regime did definitely vary from one case to the other, but one thing was common in all the four cases, i.e. loss of legitimacy of the old regime. It became no longer in possession of loyalty of most citizens. It was regarded as remaining in power only thanks to its control of the instruments of coercion, namely the police and the armed forces. It could not count on support of the masses. The economic failure had much to do with this loss of legitimacy, particularly because at least three of the four regimes, i.e. in Brazil, Indonesia and Egypt built their rationale for their being  in power on their capacity to push economic growth and to offer their citizens decent conditions of living. The Brazilian economy was in recession since the mid-seventies with days of the so-called “Brazilian Miracle” long forgotten. The fruits of growth which the Indonesian regime trickled down to the masses were thrown away by the storm of the East Asian financial and economic crisis of 1997.Ordinary Egyptians heard much about the impressive rates of growth that spokespeople of the Mubarak regime were boasting about, but they could see little translation of this growth in their daily struggle for livelihood. Nor was the economic failure absent in Eastern Europe in the 1980,s commonly described as a decade of decay. It is true that the end of Communism in Poland could not be reduced only to its economic failure. The loss of legitimacy of the Communist regime was due to the wide gap between its discourse of equality and liberation of mankind and the reality of a bureaucratic regime stifling all public liberties.
Contribution of the old regime to its own demise:

The old regime in all four cases has unwittingly contributed to its own demise. The old regime, in Brazil for example, had allowed a two party system to operate many years before it was overthrown. In fact one of these parties, i.e. the Brazilian Democratic Movement, acted as a party of opposition. This opposition did not go far under the military regime, but fair elections did take place and the opposition party came first in some of these elections, which would not alter the military dominance of the government. That party became a major actor in the post transition period with Henrique Fernando Cardoso its leader occupying posts of  the minister of finance and later president of the country for two consecutive terms. The Communist regime in Poland found itself obliged in 1980  to accept the principle of free trade unions, thus allowing the Solidarity trade union organization to expand its membership to include nine and half million people, nearly one third of the total work force of the country in 1989.. The economic growth under Suharto had improved standards of living of the Indonesian people, and enabled them to enjoy better health and educational standards. They expected continued improvement in their standards of living, with many of them unwillingly tolerating the rigging of elections and the privileged positions of the President’s wealthy children.  A prosperous middle class found no reason to continue to support this corrupt regime when their comfortable living standards were shattered by the economic and financial crisis of 1997. Mubarak’s regime contributed to its downfall by the relative degree of freedom of the media in the country and the expansion of internet services. Open criticism of Mubarak’s regime including the family succession plan of his son was quite common on pages of independent and opposition party newspapers and on screens of private television channels Access to the electronic social media was largely unencumbered, which enabled young people in Egypt to have access to alternative information and to an effective instrument of political mobilization.
Mechanisms of Change:

The mechanism of change varied in the four countries. Popular uprising triggered the transition in both Egypt and Indonesia. Popular mobilization in Brazil led to the end of the military regime in 1985 and change of the constitution in 1988 to make it possible to elect a civilian president. In the case of Poland, massive strikes by workers obliged the Communist regime to eventually accept the Roundtable negotiations and the signing of a pact between the government and the Solidarity movement which paved the way for the recognition of Solidarity as a trade union movement, lifting restrictions on political liberties and organizing free elections that enabled Solidarity to form a coalition government. Its partner in the government was one of the parties that used to support the Polish Workers Party, i.e. the Communist Party in Poland.
Challenges of the Transition Phase:

The transition process was by no means an easy journey. The four countries had faced serious challenges on their road to establish more democratic systems. The challenges were more serious in the case of Indonesia whose new government had to struggle to maintain territorial integrity of the country following the rise of a nationalist movement that opposed Indonesian occupation of East Timor in 1975 until it won recognition by the UN of its sovereignty in 1999.. An ethnic conflict arose in Asche Island and  could have had similar consequences. The loss of law and order was common in both Brazil and Indonesia and continued to be a major preoccupation for successive Brazilian governments even until the second decade of the third millennium. Fall of the old regime was followed by the flare up of domestic protest actions particularly in Indonesia and Egypt. In the two countries groups of citizens of a variety of social backgrounds demonstrated, marched or organized strikes calling for higher wages, lower prices, better government services or speedy trial of former government officials and prominent businessmen accused of corruption .Restoring economic growth was  an obsession for the new governments in the four countries. These waves of protest actions disrupted production, slowed down flows of foreign investments and discouraged tourists. Rates of economic growth dropped and were only restored to their pre-revolution levels, with the exception of Egypt, few years later. 
Besides facing up to all these challenges, the new regime had to introduce several reforms, the most important of which related to the new rules of the political process, embodied in the constitution and several laws including those related to elections and formation of political parties.. A new constitution was promulgated in Brazil in 1988 which confirmed the principle of an elected civilian president. In Poland, the new constitution   adopted in 1887 turned Poland into a parliamentary system. The constitution of Indonesia, which was drafted in 1945 immediately after independence ,amended several times under Suharto, had to be amended anew in order to purge it from the authoritarian character that Suharto had introduced in his last years in office. The new rules included also introduction of a new electoral system guaranteeing that the will of the people would not be distorted by those who administer the electoral process.

The Agents of Change:

The agents of change did also vary in the four cases. Mobilization of civil society organizations, including trade unions, church groups and human rights activists was very important in the case of Brazil, while Solidarity, the independent trade union organization, was undoubtedly the leading actor in the Polish case. A similar mobilization of civil society groups particularly students led the process of change in Indonesia while groups of young activists spearheaded the Egyptian revolution. Other domestic actors were not absent. Thus, the Catholic Church supported from the beginning the calls for more respect for civil and political rights in Poland. Several civil society organizations joined the demonstrations demanding the fall of Mubarak’s regime in Egypt. While the leaders of most civil society organizations were reluctant to support and even opposed the revolution in Egypt, large numbers of their members, particularly among lawyers and journalists sided with the revolution. Clubs of university professors and their independent organizations were quite active in the protest movement. Some opposition parties and movements soon joined the young demonstrators in Egypt, particularly the Muslim Brotherhood. In all four countries, intellectuals in general were not absent from the scene as they contributed to the rise of revolutionary consciousness through novels, poetry, movies and critical writings that showed corruption within the old regime and called for its overthrow. They were also active in the protest movements. That was particularly evident in Brazil, Poland and Egypt, although some of them definitely took the side of the old regime.
The role of the armed forces was crucial in the four cases. The process of transition would not have succeeded with the armed forces being opposed to it. The transition was basically from a military to a civilian regime in Brazil. The willingness of the supreme command of the armed forces to abide by the will of the people in 1985 and 1988 was a basic condition for the transition to take place. The Polish armed forces under General Jaruzelesky attempted in the beginning in 1980-1981 to resist the call for change, declared martial law and arrested leaders of Solidarity. Eight years later, realizing the ineffectiveness of martial law to put an end to Solidarity, it resigned to accept to engage in the Round table talks with Solidarity in 1989 which paved the way for free and fair elections that enabled Solidarity to form its first government  in that year. Finally in both Indonesia and Egypt, concluding that the head of state had lost any measure of popular support, the supreme command of the armed forces decided to take the side of the people.
 Role of External Actors:

Nor were external actors absent, although their presence was strongly felt in the case of Poland , much more than in all the other cases. The change of regime in these other cases was not seen as a prelude to fundamental change in the foreign policies or patterns of international alliances of these regimes. In the case of Poland, the coming of Solidarity to power signaled beginning of disintegration of the Warsaw Pact and of the whole of the Communist Bloc in Eastern Europe. Solidarity’s anti-Communist sympathies were well-known. The Catholic Church in Rome headed by Pope John Paul II a former Polish Bishop did not hide its support of Solidarity. US trade union federations found ways of channeling funding to Solidarity, so did the National Endowment of Democracy, an arm of the US Congress. In the other cases, the US and other major Western powers came to declare their wish for the success of the transition once it was clear that the Old regimes were losing ground vs. the protest movement.
Lessons Drawn from the Four Cases :

The discussion of the four cases during the three sessions of the seminar have highlighted a number of lessons that could be useful in steering the transition process to a successful conclusion.
The most important of these lessons is the short duration of the transition phase. The longer the transition continues, the more likely that peace, law and order would not be established .Feelings of frustration would fire as the aspirations of the revolutionary groups to build a new regime are not satisfied and the atmosphere of uncertainty about the future continues. This situation will have also negative consequences on the economy and on relations among the different social groups and classes, and hence on social and political stability of the new regime. The transitional phase should therefore not be long beyond what is required to hand over power to a democratically-elected government.
Another useful lesson is the importance of concluding transition pacts among the all parties of the revolutionary process, namely the transitional government and the opposition groups and civil society movements that called for change. Reaching an agreement on the rules that guide the transitional phase and commitment to these rules would facilitate the transition and introduce an element of certainty about the future. This would also help quell any tensions that might arise as a result of perceived ambiguity of the real intentions of those who happen to seize power following the fall of the old regime..

Governments that come to power during the transitional phase should avoid introducing any radical economic measures that could impose a heavy burden on the majority of people. Those people had expected their living conditions to improve with the fall of the old regime. Introducing such radical economic measures could undermine the stability of new government and play into the hands of groups that would like to restore the old order.
Finally, the new regime would consolidate its legitimacy by introducing measures that enlarge and deepen the scope of democracy. These measures could include declaring amnesty for political prisoners, establishing less restrictive party and electoral systems and fighting corruption. This goal would be served by integrating a social dimension into the reform process. The range of reforms to be adopted should not be limited to political measures that correspond to expectations of elites but should also honor promises of well-being to the majority of people.   
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