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ABSTRACT

This article presents a novel actor-centred theory of transnational authoritarianism
that puts the nexus between security and authoritarianism at the heart of its
explanation of how and why neighbouring states collude to preserve their
respective authoritarian regimes. It proposes the authoritarian security community,
in which regionally proximate states of similar power and status form a “no war”
community, allowing their security services to actively cooperate in transnational
repression. These relations are underpinned by personal networks for both regime
security and kleptocratic purposes. In total, the retooled relationships between
networks of security actors leverage the authoritarian dividends of an autocratic
peace, providing assurance of reduced space for opponents, less prospect of future
accountability and more opportunities for material gain. | demonstrate the
argument based on the case of the Mekong sub-region of Southeast Asia. The
evidence presented in this article suggests the later-joining Mekong members have
extended ASEAN's illiberal practices to a new level of subregional collusion, linking
up with founding member Thailand in the process. Empirically, the case shows that
attributing democratic deconsolidation or autocratic regression in mainland
Southeast Asia solely or mainly to the rise of China risks overlooking important
local, transnational dynamics that foster authoritarianism.
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Introduction

In the last decade and a half, scholars have theorized the role international factors play
in the spread and stabilizing of authoritarianism regimes. In 2010, Levitsky and Way
posited linkage (density of ties with the West) and leverage (vulnerability to Western
pressure) as powerful factors underpinning or limiting the spread of democracy in the
post-Cold War era.' This insight gave rise to what might be called the Black Knight
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theory of transnational authoritarianism, that globally powerful authoritarian states
can foster a global environment more hospitable for authoritarianism by blunting
US or EU democratizing pressure. More recently, Kneuer and Demmelhuber’s
agent-centred model, authoritarian gravity centres (AGC), enunciated a theory of
transnational authoritarianism emphasizing the importance of regional processes,
cross-border networks and regional organizations.’

This article offers a new actor-centred explanation of transnational authoritarianism
that is also regional, but which has security as its core concept. This theory, the authori-
tarian security community (ASC), builds on the central insight that authoritarian regimes
use security policy to maximize regime interests, unlike democracies which use security
policy to achieve national interests. The ASC, it is argued, is likely to emerge amongst
regional clusters of states of equivalent power and status facing similar internal security
challenges arising from ethnic or religious diversity, and whose security forces are primar-
ily inwardly facing. Recognizing that each has a low capacity for conventional warfare,
they constitute a “no war community”. The no war community is then the foundation
for the ASC, a group of states that collude in transnational repression and illicit cross-
border business, mutually legitimate authoritarian rule, and share authoritarian govern-
ance techniques. In these ways, they strengthen their collective non-democratic hold on
power. Like other actor-centred explanations of transnational authoritarianism, such as
the Black Knight and AGC theories, the ASC can help explain the stalling of democratiza-
tion and strengthening of authoritarianism globally since 2006.

The primary empirical case given in this article is mainland Southeast Asia, compris-
ing the so-called “Mekong states” of Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar, Vietnam and Thailand.
It might be observed that Southeast Asia as a whole is domestically repressive and illib-
eral, whilst externally irenic and conciliatory. This security posture is the product of a
confluence of factors that predate China’s rise and which include US support for dicta-
torships during the Cold War’, and the establishment of the Association of Southeast
Asian Nations (ASEAN) in 1967. While this is a common inheritance, the evidence pre-
sented in this article suggests the later-joining Mekong members have extended
ASEAN’s illiberal practices to a new level of subregional collusion, just as founding
member Thailand has regressed politically. Their collective eschewal of war is striking
when considering that the Siamese, Burmese, Khmer, and Vietnamese kingdoms experi-
enced fierce rivalry and recurrent warfare in the precolonial period.

Beyond its members having little expectation of conventional state-on-state conflict
with neighbours, the ASC has two additional characteristics. First, the authoritarian
regimes of the ASC perceive transnational spaces as potential sanctuaries for regime
adversaries and sources of democratic contagion. As such, they are prepared to
cooperate to shut this space down, even to the point of tolerating encroachments on
their sovereignty. Second, the ASC contains transnational networks of security and
government actors who can facilitate both transnational repression and cross-border
kleptocratic gain. These three fundamental elements of the ASR apply in addition to
the presence of other commonly cited mechanisms for transnational autocratization,
such as external legitimation, diffusion, linkage, emulation, and promotion that
strengthen domestic legitimacy and provide opportunities for authoritarian learning,
and the transmission of norms, structures, policies, and techniques.

This article unfolds in five parts. After this introduction, I review the evidence for
global democratic decline and situate Southeast Asia within that trend, emphasizing
the relatively greater deterioration in mainland Southeast Asia. In the third part, I
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review the literature, and in particular two actor-centred theories for democratic
decline and autocratization, the Black Knight and the authoritarian gravity centre
(AGC) theories, before laying out the fundamental propositions of the ASC theory.
I show how Central Asia offers an example of an ASC. In the fourth part, I trace the
emergence of the Mekong ASC beginning with the “no war community” that has man-
ifested since the end of the Cold War. I examine how reaching this stage generated
kleptocratic and security networks across the subregion, providing the basis for high
levels of transnational repression and illicit profit-making. I compare the ASC with
the authoritarian gravity centre and Black Knight theories, showing that while each
has relevance, they also have limitations in their applicability to the mainland South-
east Asia case. In the fifth part, I conclude.

By offering a new regionally oriented, actor-based theory of the international poli-
tics of authoritarianism highlighting the role of security factors and forces, this article
further theorizes how authoritarianism works beyond borders. By adding a temporal
dimension that illuminates phased pathways towards increased cross-border authori-
tarian cooperation, the ASC theory builds on the important work already undertaken
in identifying the distinctive processes that operate within regional settings. Finally, the
article is also another step towards remedying the dearth of work examining how
transnational factors can strengthen authoritarianism in Southeast Asia. Using pre-
viously unpublished empirical material from both whistle-blower testimony and
foreign language sources, this article offers a needed appraisal of the specific cross-
border dynamics relevant to democratic decline and autocratization in mainland
Southeast Asia. By doing so it helps avoid a fixation on the role of China, often appar-
ent in public commentary, in Southeast Asia’s authoritarian trends.

Global democratic decline and Southeast Asia

While there is variation in how to characterize the decline, and how serious the decline is
in historical terms, a turn away from liberal democratic forms of governance worldwide
is one of the major contemporary trends in international politics.* The decline comprises
both a deterioration in democratic institutions and governance in established democra-
cies and in what limited democratic practice exists in autocracies.” These parallel trends
are reflected in falling scores across a range democracy rating indices such as the
Freedom House Index, the Bertelsmann Transformation Index, and the Varieties of
Democracy (V-Dem) Project. This decline is thought to have begun around 2006.”

Southeast Asia manifests these trends although again there is variation in appraisals.
Mietzner assesses that the quality of democracy in Southeast Asia overall has declined
since the mid-2000s, albeit his focus is on democratic deconsolidation, which he
defines as democratic decline in states that have been rated “free” for five consecutive
years by Freedom House.® Pepinsky, however, argues that democracy has stagnated
rather than eroded in Southeast Asia between 1980 and 2016, and that reversal is
less important than the resilience of non-democracies.’

If mainland Southeast Asia, rather than the maritime states or in Southeast Asia as
whole, is made the focus, the decline of democracy appears significantly more serious.
Between 2005 and 2023, the V-DEM score for deliberative democracy averaged across
the four most significant maritime Southeast Asian states (the Philippines, Malaysia,
Singapore and Indonesia) declined by 9 per cent.'” Over the same period, the delibera-
tive democracy score averaged across the five mainland Southeast Asian states fell by
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46 per cent.'’ A comparable maritime-mainland gap can be found in the democracy
scores of the Bertelsmann Transformation Index. Between 2006 and 2022 maritime
Southeast Asian states slipped by 5 per cent.'” The analogous scores for the mainland
states fell by almost double, 9 per cent 13

Looking more deeply into the trend data reveals that the scores for the two formal
communist party-states, Laos and Vietnam, have remained relatively constant, albeit
low. The states which have produced the falling scores are Thailand, Cambodia and
Myanmar. As Figure 1 shows, Thailand and Cambodia especially have evinced the
greatest downward shifts, moving back towards the consistently low scores of their
one-party neighbours since 2005.

What has caused this deterioration? Scholars of Asia and Southeast Asia such as
Croissant and Haynes or Mietzner view domestic factors such as political parties, pol-
itical, economic and ideological divisions, clientelist behaviours, praetorian militaries,
the capacity of civil society to resist, political institutions such as courts, cultural factors
and the positioning of middle classes as paramount in the regression.'* Comparative
politics scholarship has, however, consistently overlooked the transnational dynamics
of autocratization in Southeast Asia. As Fibiger points out, Slater’s “Ordering Power”,
one of the most authoritative studies of authoritarianism and democracy in this region,
omits to mention the effects of the significant volumes of United States foreign aid fun-
nelled to authoritarian regimes during the Cold War."?

This is regrettable, not least because a range of large-n studies suggest that the inter-
national environment does exert influence. Tansey et al assessed the effect of autocratic
linkage in dimensions of trade, migration, diplomatic ties and geographic proximity
and found that ceteris paribus, autocratic linkages helped regimes survive.'® Brinks
and Coppedge undertook a large n study of regime change shifts, looking at a
sample of all countries between 1972 and 1996."” They found a tendency for countries
to change their regimes to correspond with the average state of democracy or autocracy
present in the regimes of their close neighbours.

Deliberative Democracy Index
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Figure 1. The decline of democracy in mainland Southeast Asia 2000-2021.
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There is therefore an imperative to study the transnational dimensions of the demo-
cratic backsliding and autocratization in Southeast Asia. This article seeks to redress
this scholarly lacuna, selecting the Mekong sub-region as its case, where the relatively
worse democracy trends as well as the geographical proximity of the states and density
of cross-border contacts suggest potential analytical benefit.

The idea of mainland Southeast Asia having historical and political dynamics sep-
arate to the maritime states is not new. Buzan cited the region as an example of a
regional security complex, a cluster of geographically proximate states with highly
interlinked security perceptions and problems.'® Liebermann argued that the large
catchments of the mainland river systems supported larger integrated kingdoms com-
pared with the more fragmented island geography of maritime Southeast Asia. These
mainland states, because of their relative inaccessibility, were less exposed to global
maritime commerce and, until the nineteenth century, less impacted by European
traders.'” Wang suggests that these separate histories of the mainland and archipelagic
states had made the region susceptible to division.”” Such division has been evident
since 2021, with mainland states significantly more prepared to deal directly with
the Myanmar junta, thereby splitting ASEAN and preventing a unified Southeast
Asian policy on the Myanmar crisis.”’

There is no suggestion here that precolonial history explains the variation in
democracy trends we see in contemporary mainland Southeast Asia. But taken
together with the compelling statistical data showing the significantly more serious
shift away from democracy, there is certainly a case for considering that the dynamics
underpinning mainland Southeast Asia’s dynamics of democratic deconsolidation and
autocratization might be distinct to those of maritime Southeast Asia.

Actor-centred explanations of transnational authoritarianism

Below I survey two extant actor-centred models of transnational authoritarianism, the
Black Knight and authoritarian gravity centre theories, and propose a third, the
authoritarian security community. Actor-centred models spell out the who as well as
the how of transnational authoritarian influence. They do this by conceptualizing
the preferences and intentions of the actors involved, explaining how their interactions
change the costs associated with authoritarianism, and illuminating the transmission
mechanisms of authoritarian influence. Actor-centred models all implicitly or other-
wise acknowledge the following dynamics. First, that effects may be achieved either
with or without cooperation between states, where cooperation is assumed to
involve some form of intentionality on the part of both parties.”* Without cooperation,
states may emulate or learn authoritarian norms or techniques from others. With
cooperation, they may collude in transnational repression or discourse. Second, that
actors may mutually legitimate authoritarianism, thereby strengthening domestic
legitimacy. The French and American revolutions made international legitimacy
increasingly important in international affairs.”> The post-Cold War dominance of
the West made acquiring external legitimacy difficult for autocratic regimes. In the
twenty-first century authoritarian governments have become adept at mutual legitima-
tion through a range of devices including election observation bodies rubber-stamping
unfair elections.** Third, that cross-border relationships offer opportunities for knowl-
edge on tools and techniques of authoritarian governance to be transferred, whether
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through simple observation and emulation of others, or through one agent actively-
promoting their authoritarian methods.

The principal actors in the Black Knight theory are major powers with an interest
and the means to engineer a global environment less hostile to authoritarianism. Recei-
ver states, smaller polities who are susceptible to democratic deconsolidation or auto-
cratization, are also actors though more passive. Levitsky and Way’s original
conception of a Black Knight was a state able to blunt Western, usually US or EU
democratizing pressure.”” China and Russia are the two most frequently cited Black
Knights, although Diamond et al expand the category to a Big Five club comprising
Russia, China, Iran, Saudi Arabia and Venezuela.”® Cooley and Nexon offer the
term “alternative patrons” for Black Knight states who can offer lending institutions,
sources of development assistance and infrastructure investment without “the impo-
sition of liberal political and economic conditions”.>” This form of blunting is direct.

Black Knights may also exert transnational authoritarian influence through idea-
tional effects, drawing on the power of norms and discourse. Ambrosio’s conceptual-
ization of authoritarian diffusion proposes two dynamics, appropriateness, that is, the
normative legitimacy of authoritarian systems relative to democratic systems, and
effectiveness, how the performance of different political systems might determine
their attractiveness to others.”® In considering how China’s approach to its external
environment might affect other states, Rolland for example notes China’s concept of
discourse power (huayuquan) emphasizes the capacity of a country to persuade
others to accept its values, ideology and goals.”” This conception of a Black Knight
model of authoritarian diffusion parallels Nye’s softpower concept, power that
accrues “when one country gets other countries to want what it wants” and the attrac-
tiveness of a country’s norms, culture and ideology generate soft power.*

Black Knights may achieve both blunting and ideational/normative effects indirectly
via their capacity to shape international order, broadly conceived as the sum of global
rules, values, norms agreements, alliances and institutions.>! Foot, Lim and Ikenberry
and Rolland argue that by drawing on its domestic practices and norms, China wants
and will shape a model of global order more hospitable to authoritarianism in which
liberal norms are less central.”> Here, blunting can occur by China exporting its
“network or guanxi capitalism”, which relies less on transparent laws and agreements,
and more on informal business networks, to inform international interactions.”* Simi-
larly, Russia extends a model of “patrimonial authoritarianism” beyond its borders by
using networks and patron-client relationships to conduct opaque business trans-
actions.” Indirect ideational effects can be achieved by Black Knight reform of inter-
national institutions such as the United Nations, where China is inserting its preferred
terminology, or by establishing new institutions such as the Shanghai Cooperation
Organisation, that normalize cross-border cooperation against political dissidents in
SCO states and “criminalise legitimate expressions of political and religious beliefs”.>

The authoritarian gravity centre theory, in contrast with the Black Knight theory,
emphasizes the regional context. Since gravitational force varies with distance,
Kneuer and Demmelhuber posit that an authoritarian gravity centre is “an autocratic
regime that constitutes a force of attraction for countries in geopolitical proximity”.>®
This emphasis on proximity arises from their observation that actors within a region
are likely to have (i) a greater quantity of interactions, (ii) cross-border networks, and
(iii) similarities of outlook potentially derived from shared language, culture or history
compared with geographically distant dyadic pairs.
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The AGC theory assumes asymmetric relations between AGCs and neighbours.””
From this asymmetry, which may derive from political, economic, strategic, territorial
and cultural factors, the AGC obtains a form of dominance. The AGC could be a
regional hegemon or Great Power, such as Russia, but it does not need to be.
Kneuer and Demmelhuber offer three criteria for identifying an AGC: (1) status as a
moderate autocracy for at least 5 years (they suggest a BTI score below 5); (2) a
clear desire for the AGC to be a dominant player in its sub-region and the capacities
to achieve this; (3) a high density of ties and flows between the AGC and the proximate
states.”®

The causal mechanisms underpinning the AGC are twofold.” Firstly, and similar to
the Black Knight model, the qualities of the AGC make them a model of emulation and
learning. Second, the AGC actively promotes or coerces a recipient towards authori-
tarian practice. This latter mechanism can be distinguished from the more passive
blunting mechanism found in the Black Knight model, where the Black Knight
merely provides an alternative source of economic assistance or legitimacy. Zumbragel
found autocratic promotion visible in Saudi Arabia’s 2011 military intervention in
Bahrain’s capital Manama, undertaken to protect the Bahraini monarchy against an
uprising.*’

This article posits a third agent-centred theory of transnational authoritarianism. It
proposes the authoritarian security community, a theory that puts a security-authori-
tarianism nexus at the heart of its explanation of how and why neighbouring states
collude to preserve their respective authoritarian regimes. In the security-authoritar-
ianism nexus, a cluster of contiguous authoritarian states deprioritize traditional exter-
nal security concerns, such as border integrity and territorial sovereignty, in favour of a
foreign policy that allows mutual assistance in regime survival through legitimation,
learning and transnational repression. This nexus is the paramount dynamic in the
authoritarian security community (ASC).

The ASC is, like the AGC, a regional theory emphasizing the importance of geo-
graphic proximity, regional processes, density of contact, mutual legitimation and
opportunities for learning. But it differs from the AGC theory in three important
respects. First, it presupposes relative equality between the units, rather than the asym-
metric relations assumed in the AGC between a dominant centre “sending” state and
weaker “receiving” states. In the ASC, relationships are broadly symmetric. Several
factors may engender this relative symmetry. Differences of size and capacity may
exist, but not to the extent that any state in the cluster can naturally assume leadership.
Or there may be more than one aspirant to the leadership position, for example, in
which case they veto the other. Alternatively, there may be multilateral institutions
which shape cross-border relations by conferring de jure equality and establishing
rules of conduct. A further possibility is that a proximate external power discourages
any member from seeking an overt leadership role.

Secondly, as described above, the ASC privileges security as a driving force. This
stems from three specific security-related dynamics. First, the states of the ASC will
generally have problems of internal security as their largest security concern, arising
from their incomplete state-building processes, the latter often a product of their eth-
nically heterogenous populations. Two, in their relations with each other, they will
constitute a “no war community”, in which the ASC states don’t fight each other
and have stable expectations that war won’t occur in the future.*' This expectation
arises from a mutual understanding regarding the incapacity of themselves and
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other community members to fight wars. In practical terms, this does not make the
grouping immune from territorial disputes or border clashes, especially if political
leaders choose to resort to nationalist appeals for legitimacy or popularity. But it
does mean that any clash is extremely unlikely to escalate.

A third aspect of the security dynamics of the ASC is that that member states have
renounced subversion and embraced transnational repression. Subversion, fostering
and supporting an insurgent group within the territory of a neighbour, is a highly
effective and debilitating method of weakening a neighbouring state.” In the ASC
members have replaced subversion with extraterritorial security practices, in which
states use the territory of another state to achieve their internal security goals.*’
Because authoritarian regimes perceive both domestic and transnational spaces as
potential sanctuaries for regime adversaries, this condition provides the basis for
cross-border cooperation, since from the point of view of regime security, there is
more to be gained by reciprocal collusion in repressing dissidents from neighbouring
countries on home soil than by resourcing for conflict.**

These security dynamics both arise from and catalyse cross-border networks that
offer opportunities for personal financial gain, and stabilize authoritarian governance
via transnational repression. There is a circular relationship between the cross-border
kleptocratic networks and the authoritarian nature of the regime: on the one hand it is
the weak accountability and rule of law that offers opportunities for graft and illicit
trade, on the other, the criminal conduct creates incentives for the maintenance of
authoritarian rule, since any move to accountability or stronger rule of law is likely
to expose the culpable actors. Criminal networks may reinforce, overlap with, or
emerge from the security-oriented transnational networks, who frequently act with
impunity, confident in the knowledge that the higher echelons of the regime will
mostly protect them in order to maintain a visage of invulnerability and a citizenry
too cowed to protest or resist the depredations.

Central Asia, comprising five firmly authoritarian states, exhibits the attributes of an
ASC. First, its intra-group relations are largely symmetric. While Kazakhstan’s status
as the largest economy has led to speculation it could become an AGC, at this point the
evidence is weak.*> Overall, neighbouring states did not emulate Kazakhstani govern-
ance, its foreign policy did not seek to influence its neighbours’ domestic politics, and
Kazakhstan’s example was not particularly high in the thinking of other Central Asian
elites. Common origins as former republics with the Soviet Union until 1993 may
foster a tendency towards equivalence, whilst the continued influence of Russia as a
primary external patron and role model may also dampen the emergence of an
obvious leader.

Second, in the domain of security, the region fits the character of a “no war” com-
munity. The Central Asian states have reason to focus on their internal stability rather
than each other, with the Soviet Union having drawn borders to ensure ethnically and
religiously diverse populations.*® Correlates of War data validates this hypothesis. It
shows that the countries have never fought a war (defined as battle fatalities greater
than 1000).*

Conversely, over the last decade, all Central Asian states have used transnational
repression, facilitated by significant levels of cross-border security cooperation.*®
Ratified in 2009 by Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan and Uzbekistan, as well as by
China and Russia, the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation Counter-terrorism Con-
vention allows extradition from member states with no more than an accusation.



DEMOCRATIZATION e 9

Hence the security services of each state may investigate within each other’s borders.*’
Many of the security services also have relationships with organized crime groups.”

Demonstrating prima facie the utility of the ASC theory, in the next section I argue
that the five authoritarian states of mainland Southeast Asia also display transnational
processes and dynamics consistent with the theory’s main propositions. Before
unpacking that argument, however, I show why the Black Knight agent-centred
theory positing China as the main protagonist is important but incomplete as a
theory of transnational authoritarianism for mainland Southeast Asia.

Transnational factors in Southeast Asia’s democratic regression

The proximity of Southeast Asia to the world’s second largest economy, China, brings
with it expectations of considerable PRC influence. Blackwill and Harris, for example,
call Southeast Asia a “test case for Beijing’s use of geoeconomics”.”" But on the ques-
tion of whether China uses this power to actively promote authoritarianism as an inter-
est, the literature is ambivalent. While one school of thought strongly argues that
China wants a world in which authoritarian regimes are given greater respect and def-
erence and is actively exporting a model to achieve this,”* another observes that it is
pragmatic and regime-neutral in actual diplomatic practice.”® The characterization
of China as a “passive Black Knight” resolves this apparent dichotomy; while China
will shore up old autocratic friends, make knowledge about authoritarian governance
available, seek to remould international institutions and hope its example wins adher-
ents, it will not actively promote or foster regime change.>

This passive Black Knight role is enough in some circumstances, and especially in
the case of autocratizing hybrid regimes, to make a significant difference in Southeast
Asia.”® The literature is unequivocal regarding China’s critical role in facilitating Cam-
bodia’s transition from competitive to hegemonic authoritarianism from 2013 on,
blunting Western democracy policy through “soft interference”.’® After a near election
loss in 2013, Cambodia’s autocrat Hun Sen closed down democratic space, banning
independent media and ultimately in 2017, dissolved the main opposition party. To
minimize delegitimizing criticism from the West, and replace withdrawn foreign aid
and assistance, he significantly strengthened relations with China, who boosted mili-
tary and economic assistance.

But the evidence is significantly weaker when it comes to whether China has exerted
any ideational pull with regards to offering a governance model. Thailand’s Prayuth
junta government largely used references to Xi Jinping’s “China model” to justify
decisions already made.”” That is, instrumentally, in the same way Hungarian Prime
Minister Viktor Orban cited Russia, China, Turkey and Singapore as models to legit-
imize decisions of indigenous origin.’® The survey evidence for Southeast Asian
nations wishing to emulate China is also weak. In the ISEAS-Yusof Ishak Institute’s
annual State of Southeast Asia survey between 2020 and 2024, respondents who had
stated they trusted China were offered the option of selecting “my country’s political
culture and worldview are compatible with China’s” as the reason they trusted
China. Over five years only an average of 16% from mainland Southeast Asian
countries selected this option.”” Similarly, only 12% selected “I respect China and
admire its civilisation and culture”.®” Indeed, the authors concluded that China’s
soft power in mainland Southeast Asia was “surprisingly low despite the popular

belief that these countries have a closer cultural affinity with China”.®'
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The uneven evidence for China’s Black Knight role in Southeast Asia’s negative
political trajectories therefore suggest caution about attributing it sole agency, and
that alternative frameworks of transitional authoritarianism warrant attention. In
fact, in several ways the regional emphasis of the AGC offers explanatory power
equal to that of the Black Knight theory, especially in the case of the entirety of
Southeast Asia.

Firstly, the AGC theory predicts that regional organizations can be “transmission
belts and learning rooms for autocrats”.®’ The Association of Southeast Asian
Nations has indeed quietly supported authoritarian rule in Southeast Asia. Davies
describes ASEAN as espousing “an illiberal vision of authoritarianism ... .predicated
on social stability and economic growth”.*> ASEAN’s vaunted policy of non-interfer-
ence in the internal affairs of member states is one means by which it has ensured a
non-threatening environment for authoritarian member states.

ASEAN members never openly discuss this benefit of membership except in the
most oblique terms, so the internal ruminations that Vietnam conducted prior to
joining ASEAN in 1995 offer rare and compelling evidence of the degree to which
authoritarian states felt sheltered within ASEAN. At the end of 1992, the Ho Chi
Minh National Political Academy, a major organ of the Communist Party of
Vietnam (CPV) with responsibility for ensuring continued CPV rule, assigned its
Institute of International Relations researchers to study ASEAN countries and their
political systems. The article they produced began by noting the pro-West and antic-
ommunist stance of the ASEAN governments. The report then, however, stressed that
ASEAN governments were “determined to defend their ruling regimes, and refuse to
share power with the people”.** They noted that the nation-building formula of the
ASEAN states, consisting of an “export-oriented market economy, limited democracy,
and even authoritarianism in some countries” was not different in essence to
Vietnam’s.*

More broadly, the personal networks between ASEAN leaders have made it a
college of authoritarian governance technique. Cambodia’s Hun Sen told Indonesian
diplomat Benny Widyono that he had emulated the ways in which Indonesia’s
GOLKAR (Golongan Karya) party under Suharto, and Malaysia’s United Malays
National Organization (UMNO) under Mahathir, had strengthened their regimes by
forming strong patron-client relationships between the ruled and the rulers.®® Singa-
pore, an economically successful authoritarian state, is another model for ASEAN
states. Cambodia and Vietnam have all studied Singapore’s management of “rule of
law”, which has frequently been a method of silencing critique.”” Strikingly, so has
China, establishing that the flow of authoritarian influence has not been only one
way. ASEAN leaders also offer mutual legitimation via public endorsement. Asked
by a Cambodian university student if a country like Cambodia should be democratized
based on western standards or develop its own version of democracy, Malaysian Prime
Minister Mahathir said Cambodia should adopt aspects of western democracy that are
compatible with the Kingdom.®®

The key problem of the authoritarian gravity centre theory, however, is that
especially in mainland Southeast Asia, but also in Southeast Asia overall, there is an
absence of a clear leader or state dominant enough to be the AGC. In the Mekong
sub-region, my concern from this point on, Thailand with the largest economy and
Vietnam with the most powerful military are the two obvious candidates for the
role of AGC. Indeed, both have entertained aspirations for sub-regional leadership
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at various moments. Le Duan, the principal leader of Vietnam in the postwar era,
advised the Soviet Union in 1975 that

“[I]n peace we want to make Vietnam into the center of socialism in Southeast Asia. That is the
direction of our political and economic policy. Southeast Asia with more than a hundred

million people is a large area. In this region, besides Japan, no other country is [as powerful]

as Vietnam”.*’

For their part, Thai officials spoke of creating a Thailand-centred region, a Suvarnab-
humi (Golden Land) in which Thailand helped its neighbours develop and the Thai
baht became the regional currency.”’ The rivalry between these two states, however,
that means that neither would accept the other as leader. Furthermore, the histories
of the two smaller powers Laos and Cambodia, that include invasion and domination
by Thailand and Vietnam, have fostered fierce nationalisms that preclude them accept-
ing Thailand or Vietnam as sub-regional leaders. Myanmar for its part has been inward
facing for most of its post-colonial independence, but retains historical memories of
being a powerful state in the precolonial era and so would not accept Vietnam or Thai-
land. Therefore, the absence of a dominant player in the Mekong sub-region mean that
the conditions for the AGC are not met in the Mekong sub-region.

The Mekong sub-region as an authoritarian security community (ASC)

During the Cold War, Southeast Asia experienced devastating proxy interstate wars,
sponsored by external powers such as the United States and China. This history
meant that in the post-Cold War period there needed to be a significant transformation
of regional relations to allow the emergence of the Mekong “no war community”.
There were in fact three critical cross-border developments. First, Thailand introduced
a “battlefields into marketplaces” policy in the last years of the nineteen eighties,
seeking to reset its relations with former adversaries, having been a bastion of anti-
communism for the United States during the Vietham War. Second, all the Mekong
states joined ASEAN, beginning with Vietnam in 1995, followed by Myanmar and
Laos in 1997 and finally Cambodia in 1999. Thirdly, Thailand renounced subversion.
In its so-called “buffer policy”, it had supported insurgents and ethnic armed groups
on the Thai-Myanmar and Thai-Cambodia borders to oppose the state forces. By
2005, Thailand had ceased using ethnic armies, such as the Shan State Army and
the Karen National Union, to constrain the Burmese government forces, after
having already ceased support to the Khmer Rouge whom it used against Cambodian
state forces.”'

These three developments in concert with the fact that the Mekong countries also
manifested, as with Southeast Asia overall, high levels of ethnic and cultural heterogen-
eity, cemented security postures oriented towards internal security.”” Indeed, all of the
militaries of the Mekong states are actually or virtually, “party armies”, whose first
mission is regime security. The forces of Laos and Vietnam are formally party-
armies, and the Thai military’s primary loyalty is to the monarchy rather than
elected governments. The Cambodian armed forces are “a partisan, corporate arm
of the ruling Cambodian People’s Party (CPP)” 7> and Myanmar’s armed forces
aspire to govern, offering only fleeting and conditional support to the National
League of Democracy civilian government from 2015 until the 2021 coup.

These antecedents together were important in the formation of a no war commu-
nity. Conflict data confirms this. Since 1979, when Vietnam invaded Cambodia, large
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scale conflict has not existed in Southeast Asia.”* There have however, as in Central
Asia, been militarized interstate disputes between the five Mekong states.”> Between
1995 and 2014, there were 38 MIDs, almost 50% of which were between the
Mekong states and non-Mekong states. Many were clashes between Vietnamese and
Chinese maritime forces, but incidents with Malaysia, Bangladesh, India and Indonesia
also occurred.”® Of the remaining 20 incidents, 14 were between Thailand and
Myanmar on other land and maritime borders, five were between Cambodia and Thai-
land, and the sole remaining incident was at sea between Vietnam and Thailand.”” No
militarized disputes between Cambodia, Laos or Vietnam were recorded. The total
number of fatalities is seven, certainly an underestimate since the project could not
obtain reliable data for the Thai-Cambodia border dispute 2008-2011 and some of
the other border clashes.”® Overall, Jenne’s definition of a “no war community” still
holds as there has been no willingness to escalate from these disputes.

Establishing the “no war community” provided firm foundations for the volume of
contacts between the ASC states to increase. The introduction of sub-regional diplo-
matic architecture, for example, increased the density. By 2004, the Mekong states
had established some eight inter-governmental structures, including the Ayeyawady-
Chao Phraya-Mekong Economic Cooperation Strategy (ACMECS). After that, exter-
nal powers sponsored an additional five forums, including China’s Lancang-Mekong
Cooperation initiative, making the region a “crowded field”.”’

The density of contacts has offered opportunities for knowledge diffusion via emu-
lation or learning. Constitutional borrowing between the competitive and hegemonic
democracies Thailand, Cambodia and Myanmar is one example. In 2017, Hun Sen
publicly exhorted Cambodia to examine Thai laws used in Thailand to dissolve politi-
cal parties, and within a month, the Cambodian parliament passed such amend-
ments.*” Though similar “smoking-gun” evidence is unavailable, it can be noted that
the Myanmar constitution prior to the 2021 coup had seats reserved for the military
in way that has been found in many Thai parliaments. There is also considerable
cooperation between the two party states, Laos and Vietnam, as well as Cambodia, a
quasi party-state (the Cambodian People’s Party had its origins as a communist
party). Vu emphasizes that “[C]lose ties and institutional similarities among these
communist regimes allow them to share resources, cooperate against common security
threats, and learn new ideas from each other to strengthen their regimes”.*’ Vietnam
has, for example, trained thousands of Cambodian soldiers.®?

Equally, examples of cross-border legitimation can also be found, such as endorse-
ment between authoritarian leaders. Throughout the post-coup Myanmar crisis, main-
land Southeast Asian states have consistently been willing to meet Myanmar junta
leaders in informal consultations, breaching the ASEAN stance of not permitting
the junta to attend ASEAN meetings.*> The Mekong countries have also legitimated
each other’s flawed elections. Myanmar, Vietnam, and Thailand sent observers to
the 2023 Cambodian election, in which the main opposition party was prevented
from running candidates.** Some bilateral meetings have evidenced very explicit
mutual acknowledgement. In May 2019, Myanmar’s later dictator and coup maker
Min Aung Hlaing lay a wreath for then-recently deceased Thai elder statesman,
Prem Tinasulanond. Min Aung Hlaing spoke of his close decade-long relationship
with Prem and his respect for the teachings Prem had imparted. One of these was
that “democracy must be the democracy of one’s own country”.* As a leading expo-
nent of “Thai-style democracy”, this was certainly an approach that Prem had
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implemented. During his tenure as a never-elected prime minister of Thailand between
1980 and 1988 he relied on monarchical approval for his power; later he was a key
instigator of the 2006 coup against elected Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra.
What has been distinctive about the Mekong in comparison with maritime South-
east Asia is the advent of networks between the security forces. Here joint border com-
mittees have offered opportunities for personal ties to develop between security forces.
The Thai Cambodia Joint Border Committee, for example, was established in 1994 to
manage residual border tensions, foster tourism, and provide a shared knowledge base.
This body was instrumental in preventing escalation during the Phra Viharn-Preah
Vihear temple dispute.*® The establishing of a Thai-Myanmar General Border Com-
mittee (GBC) during the government of Thaksin Shinawatra (2001-2005) had a
similar stabilising effect, by allowing the development of personal relations between
key Thai and Myanmar military personnel. As a senior guest of the Supreme Comman-
der of the Thai Armed Forces, Myanmar’s coup-maker Min Aung Hlaing visited Thai-
land at least twice a year to attend meetings of the GBC.®” Through these visits, Min
Aung Hlaing first visited former Thai prime minister and illiberal statesman Prem
Tinasulanond at his house Si Sao Thewes in 2012.%* The changing security dynamics
also set the scene for the advent of the two phenomena intrinsic to the authoritarian
security community: transnational repression and cross-border kleptocratic networks.

Transnational repression

In 2018, Deputy Thai Prime Minister Pravit Wongsuwan and Cambodian Defence Min-
ister Tea Banh hosted a Cambodian-Thai General Border Committee meeting. Banh then
signed an agreement on the return of “fugitives” and to “monitor individuals who escape
the law by crossing the border”.* After the Myanmar military’s 2021 coup, junta leader
Minh Aung Hlaing agreed with Thai Prime Minister Prayuth Chan-ocha that Thai police
would arrest politicians from the former Myanmar government fleeing into Thai terri-
tory.”” These agreements made public what was already occurring informally and
tacitly: security forces cooperating in the repression of dissidents beyond their borders.

Transnational repression often occurs within the complex domain of migration
policy. This means assessing the relative causal weight of regime versus national inter-
ests in influencing the treatment of asylum-seekers is challenging. Receiving states have
legitimate concerns, especially in cases of large refugee flows, with regards to the social
and economic impacts. Nonetheless, the growth of the fraternal cross-border relations
between Mekong security forces, amidst a policy landscape in which security forces
often have considerable sway (Thailand’s military and paramilitary forces still
control its borders)”' and where only Cambodia amongst the Mekong states are signa-
tories to the Refugee Convention, does allow significant scope for decisionmaking con-
sistent with the predictions of the ASC theory; that is, with a view to reciprocal denial
of transnational space for political opponents. Thus it is not surprising that human
rights agencies point to an increasing frequency of transnational repression in areas
such as the Myanmar-Thailand and Myanmar-Laos border, even as Thailand con-
tinues to host large numbers of Burmese refugees and even some members of opposi-
tion parties.”

The increase has occurred since the 2014 military coup in Thailand and the 2014
launch of China’s Operation Foxhunt, aiming at the arrest and extradition of domestic
political opponents.”> Since this time, Mekong security services become noticeably
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active in transnational repression, including the assassination, disappearance, rendi-
tion and detention of dissidents, opposition party members and journalists. The
region now rates with sub-Saharan Africa, Central Asia and the Middle East as one
of the world’s hotbeds. In 2021, Thailand was in the top 10 of origin countries globally
practising transnational repression, with at least 25 cases known to have occurred on
Thai territory.”* Reciprocity has been evident. A Thai anti-monarchist was kidnapped
and “disappeared” in Cambodia in 2020; conversely, multiple Cambodian dissidents
seeking refuge were monitored and apprehended by Cambodian security services per-
mitted to operate on Thai soil.”” Five Thai anti-monarchists disappeared or were mur-
dered in Laos between 2016 and 2018; meanwhile a Laos dissident disappeared in
Thailand in 2019.°® Cooperation between Vietnamese and Cambodian security
forces may have as also occurred, with Vietnamese activists in Cambodia attacked
with acid in 2017.”” Vietnamese dissidents were handed to visiting Vietnamese
officers security forces by Thais.”®

Transnational kleptocratic networks

Military and government personnel in the Mekong advance personal business interests
alongside formal government policy-making, and in some instances subordinate
national interests to personal profit making, establishing the transnational national
kleptocratic linkages characteristic of an ASC. These kleptocratic networks may com-
prise a variety of actor types, ranging from uniformed security personnel, to civilian
government officials, to business people and finally to militia and paramilitary
groups with varying degrees of alignment to national governments. Examples below
are the Thaksin Shinawatra-Khin Nyunt business deals, the Thai-Myanmar-Malaysia
people-smuggling rackets, and Thai security force involvement in casinos and scam
centres in eastern Myanmar.

Thai prime minister Thaksin Shinawatra’s path to wealth began when as a policeman
he drafted a plan for deploying computers in a police information centre, and then as a
businessman won the tender to implement the plan.”® He later extended his “interlock-
ing of business and politics” into neighbouring countries like Myanmar and Cambo-
dia.'® Thaksin visited Myanmar one month after becoming PM in 2001, and Khin
Nyunt, a powerful Tatmadaw leader, soon returned the favour. In May 2002, Thaksin’s
company Shin Satellite contracted with Bagan Cybertech for use of Shin satellites to
broadcast within Myanmar. Bagan’s managing director was Khin Nyunt’s son (Dr Ye
Naing We), who also attended the contract signing ceremony. Bagan Cybertech and
Myanmar telecommunications staff subsequently were trained in Thailand by Shincorp.
At this time the Thai military was actively working with the US Drug Enforcement
Administration to suppress the drug trade, and had established a Task Force 399 for
this purpose.'®" But in order to smooth his business relationship, Thaksin shut down
Thai military operations along the border aimed at countering methylamphetamine
drugs entering Thai territory from Myanmar. Thaksin called the military’s drug suppres-
sion operations an “over reaction” and moved Surayud Chulanond, the Thai army
general overseeing the operations, to a less influential post in August 2002.

Senior Thai officials have been active in lucrative cross-border people-smuggling
operations. In 2015, the discovery of mass graves of Rohingya refuges in Malaysia
caused international outrage, resulting in the Thai government appointing Police
Major General Paween Pongsirin to head a police investigation. Pongsirin uncovered
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a vast people-smuggling network spanning Bangladesh, Myanmar, Thailand and
Malaysia, trafficking mostly Rohingya people numbering in the tens of thousands
annually. His investigation found 115 alleged offenders, including four officers from
Thailand’s Internal Security Operations Command (ISOC) and a navy officer.'"”
One of the ISOC officers arrested, Major General Manas Kongpan, was of three-star
rank. The arrests of military personnel displeased key figures in the Thai junta govern-
ment, including Prime Minister Prayuth Chan-ocha and Deputy Prime Minister Pravit
Wongsuwan, who organized for Pongsirin to be sent to Thailand’s restive and violent
Southern provinces where the trafficking networks were particularly strong. Fearing
for his life, Pongsirin fled to Australia, with the Australian government granting
asylum. In his statutory declaration, Paween wrote that the “people who are seeking
to harm me are at the highest level of military, police and government in Thailand.
They have shown that they do not hold themselves to the law or the rules of the
country”.'®

In 2024, Thai politician Rangsiman Rome presented the Thai parliament with
details of Thai military and police officers involvement in casinos and scam centres
operating in neighbouring Kayin state, eastern Myanmar.'” Myawaddy, the Kayin
state capital, was a prime location for the scam centres since they could obtain internet,
electricity, and fuel from Thailand. Myawaddy also offered convenient access from
Thailand across the narrow, shallow Moei River. Rome cited more than 17 casino
businesses with Thai owners or Thai partners, including a significant number
owned by Thai uniformed people. One of these was a police major general still
serving with a close relationship to the government party. This officer had served in
the Thai town of Mae Sot opposite Myawaddy. Another casino, Sky Complex, was
also opened by a former Thai police officer.

Conclusion

In 2009 Indonesian political scientist and defence commentator Connie Bakrie sum-
marized her country’s security posture, saying “Outside we are dove, inside we are
fox”.'*” This observation applies equally to Southeast Asia as a whole. But it is in main-
land Southeast Asia, rather than Indonesia and maritime Southeast Asia, that transna-
tional authoritarianism has developed further and become been more potent and
destructive of the rights and freedoms of its citizens

The article demonstrates that two clusters of authoritarian states, the mainland
Southeast Asian states of Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar, Vietnam and Thailand and the
Central Asian republics of Turkmenistan, Kyrgyzstan, Kazakhstan, Tajikistan and
Uzbekistan, manifest the dynamics of authoritarian security communities. They are
“no war communities”, with no dominant state, who conduct cross border kleptocratic
ventures and cooperate in transnational repression. Could other additional authoritar-
ian security communities exist? Regions that might house additional ASCs would
include the post-Soviet states of Eastern Europe, as well as Africa, the Middle East
and South America.

In the case of the Mekong states, where China’s influence is significant, the ASC
theory provides a necessary but previously undocumented complement to the Black
Knight view of the strengthening of authoritarianism in mainland Southeast Asia.
China’s role as an alternative patron, while clearly significant for authoritarian
regimes in crisis such as Cambodia after 2013, is limited by both its own general
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pragmatism in dealing with foreign governments and also by the fact that its model is
not unambiguously desired by mainland Southeast Asian states. This article argues that
the role of the international politics of Southeast Asia and ASEAN as another incubator
and shield for authoritarianism is underappreciated, and at the same time, also shows
the importance of considering mainland Southeast Asia as a sub-region with political
and authoritarian dynamics distinct from that of maritime Southeast Asia.
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