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Abstract: This paper examines the interrelationship between regime type and 
development. It argues that proper resource utilization through investment in a 
stable environment constitutes the vital element of growth, which in turn, can 
be translated into materializing human development based on longevity, 
literacy and real purchasing power. Apart from the type of the regime, the 
ideological commitment also has a bearing on regime performance. A 
comparative study of six Muslim countries from three regions suggests that 
political stability in concomitant with dynamism, flexibility, and continuity of 
appropriate and effective policies play a vital role in regime performance. The 
most important observation is the role of a stable democratic regime in 
ensuring a sustainable development based on a balance between economic and 
political democracy. It appears that an authoritarian regime can survive only 
with faster rate of growth while a regime with reasonable degree of economic 
and political democracy can survive even with a moderately lower but 
sustainable rate of growth. 

 

Economic development is a multi-faceted concept. Historical 
experiences on development suggest that there are different paths to 
development.1 Depending on the paths followed, different countries 
took different length of time to reach the same stage of development. In 
addition, the nature and pattern of development achieved by different 
types of regime appears to be unique.2 The type of development that 
emerged in the recent decades out of the experiences of some countries 
appears to be diverse. This diverse nature of development, evolved 
during the last few decades, seems to be very closely linked to the 
political ideology of the regime. This, in turn, appears to be the resultant 
effect of the entire gamut of multiplicity of forces interacting in diverse 
circumstances. These dynamic forces are subject to continuous changes. 
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As such, no common set of preconditions, economic, political, social, 
cultural, ethical and moral, can be identified with a particular form of 
regime that is instrumental for successful development performance.  

To measure “development” that takes care of a total human 
personality is not an easy task. The attempt in the past to limit this 
concept to fulfill the biological needs of an individual proved to be 
unsatisfactory. The biological needs fail to take cognizance of the socio-
cultural, ethical, moral and spiritual needs of human beings that are not 
easily quantifiably linked with economic growth. So, a comprehensive 
development must have both a growth and non-growth aspects. While 
the latter includes qualitative aspect such as welfare, equality, freedom 
and participation. The former is concerned only with the quantifiable 
aspect of change in terms of having access to a basket of certain goods 
and services required to satisfy the biological needs. The empirical 
evidence suggests that both qualitative and quantitative aspects are very 
much inter-woven. To fulfill the quantitatively measurable physical 
needs to attain psychological comforts, man must also enjoy some basic 
human rights to life, liberty, equality and the ability to contribute to 
uplift the moral standards of society. This study analyzes the complex 
nature and relationship between economic and non-economic forces that 
promote or hinder human-centered development.  

A Framework for Development and Regime Type 

Development has been defined in many ways. Development based on 
quantitatively measurable variable i.e., growth along with qualitatively 
measurable institutional changes can be looked at both from positive or 
secular dimension, on the one hand, and normative or ethical dimension, 
on the other. This explains why the social scientists and philosophers 
tend to shift emphasis from mere biological needs to humane aspects 
that include freedom of expression, self-esteem and respect for human 
life, among others. 

In this regard, Sen’s concern for the linkage between the absence of 
freedom of expression and poverty as a phenomenon of mal- or 
underdevelopment added a new dimension to conceptualizing 
development economics.3 According to Sen, without freedom of 
expression the interest of the poor will always remain unheard of and 
by-passed. The right of a person to establish his entitlement to food even 
for his mere survival is what Sen calls as positive aspect of freedom. 
The right of a person to criticize and protect oneself against the 
processes of exploitation prevalent in the society constitutes the 
negative aspect of freedom. The positive aspect must precede the 
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negative aspect of human freedom. One significant way of promoting 
freedom, as Moäammad Yunus, the founder of the Grameen Bank, 
argues, is to empower the less-privileged with capital through micro-
finance as a part of human rights.4 This empowerment comes through 
the expansion of opportunities, entitlements and enhancing capabilities 
by appropriate institutions in the private, public and the voluntary 
sectors in the context of a market economy. Scholars argue to include 
ethical considerations as determinants of development. The concern for 
ethical considerations of what is right and what is wrong is the major 
element that distinguishes value-loaded (human-centered) development 
from value-free (capital-centered) development. So, there exists inter-
relationship between freedom-related development and value-related 
development since both are human-centered. 

The process of development which focuses on capital accumulation 
alone may fail to promote the cause of value-related development 
supported by freedom of expression, self-esteem and human dignity - all 
of which are the essential elements of human rights as well. This type of 
capital-centered-development may, in turn, contribute to widening the 
gap between the pure growth aspect and its humane aspect. Thus, the 
space of growth between these two aspects needs a balance in the 
absence of which one will be adversely affected by the other. 

That the imbalance between economic aspect and humane aspect of 
growth brings socio-political and cultural conflicts and violent changes 
becomes evident from the frustrated development decades of 1970s 
through the 1980s. During the last three decades, the mis-match between 
the economic aspects of growth (reflecting material well-being and 
political aspects of growth reflecting the right to express views, the right 
to elect a government as well as to participate in the decision-making 
process to bring changes in material well-being) is found to be 
associated with social and political violence as experienced by a number 
of countries in Africa, Latin America, West Asia and East Asia. These 
countries, despite diversities, experienced fast growth in material well 
being but a very slow or stagnant growth in freedom or value-related 
development. 

The above observation suggests that the relationship between 
economic development and political development is very close. 
Economic and political freedom supplements and complements each 
other. To help the market function properly, the government is expected 
to perform allocative, productive, distributive and budget coordination 
functions effectively.5
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To examine development performance from the above stated 
perspectives we will use human development index (HDI) together with 
annual average growth rate, per capita income based on purchasing 
power parity and physical quality of life index as used earlier.6 
Developed by UNDP, the HDI takes account of both the positive as well 
as negative elements of freedom as emphasized by Sen. The three 
components of HDI, namely, life expectancy, literacy and real GDP per 
capita in purchasing power parity dollars cover three basic dimensions 
of human-centered development - longevity, knowledge and a decent 
standard of living.  

The development performance, as argued above, is related to 
political regimes. The regime type meaning system of administration 
differs both in nature and pattern from one country to another. Since the 
Second World War, two distinct systems of administration has emerged. 
One is democratic with multi-party system prevalent in most of the early 
industrializing capitalist countries and the other, authoritarian, in the 
socialist including some mixed economies with single party or dominant 
party system. The later type cares neither for accountability nor for 
legitimacy particularly in the short-run. Subsequently, such regimes 
would see legitimacy through state-managed election or by co-opting 
well-recognized technocrats and scholars in the administrative 
hierarchy.7  

Most of the developing countries, which are also the late starters in 
development are characterized by authoritarianism or semi-democratic 
regimes until the onset of “the waves of democracy” in the mid-1980s.8 
The authoritarian regime may take many forms.9 The Authoritarian 
Developmentalist Regimes (AD-Regime) are found to be capable of 
combining the promotion of growth with the promotion of welfare 
objectives.10 It is assumed that AD regime can pursue development 
strategy based on redistributive reform policies that can work against the 
vested elite interests. However, there is a deviant type of AD regime 
known as Authoritarian State Elite Enrichment Regime (ASEE-Regime) 
that promotes neither growth nor welfare but rules primarily to serve the 
self-enrichment of the governing elite. This regime has high human and 
social cost. Conversely, a dictatorial regime can be benevolent in terms 
of materializing the objectives of enhancing the welfare of the masses 
through radical reform measures.  

Like authoritarian types, the democratic regime also varies 
depending on the degree of competition among different political actors 
operating in the system. The democratic regimes with positive effect on 
welfare and negative effect on growth may have low human and social 
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cost.11 The higher the degree of competition, the better the type of 
democracy. On this basis, it is argued that the highly competitive 
industrialized West is more democratic than semi-competitive 
democracies found in Latin America, Asia and Africa. 

Fidel Ramos, the former President of the Philippines, argues that 
economic growth may begin with democracy but democracy is possible 
only under the market economy, which helps create the private realm 
called civil society that enables political and social freedom to 
flourish.17 In turn, democracy consolidates development. The self-worth 
that it nurtures in people sustains civil society and liberates the 
entrepreneurial spirit. But Kim Doe Jung, the South Korean president, 
feels more strongly about democracy without which genuine market 
economy cannot flourish.18 It has been observed that although markets 
can deliver growth with or without democracy but democracy without 
markets is unlikely to promote significant improvement in economic 
welfare of the nation.19 Kim also thinks that growth achieved under 
political repression and market distortion is neither sound nor 
sustainable. In Kim's view, by redirecting scarce resources into a few 
targeted areas, and suppressing social conflicts, authoritarian rule may 
appear very effective in the short-run. But behind the shadow of rapid 
growth are moral hazard, bureaucratic rigidity and political cronyism.20 
The problem of inequality between regions, classes and industries also 
becomes more serious. He thinks the so-called “Asian way” of 
prosperity before freedom is the cause of crisis. Sen and others concur 
that the 1997 crisis in South East Asia brings out the penalty of 
undemocratic governance. The ills are often said to include cronyism, 
graft and lack of transparency. Even through some democracies are 
corrupt, like India, there are authoritarian countries like Singapore that 
are honest and efficient.21  

 Given the unique political, historical, socio-cultural and economic 
background of the Muslim countries, three distinct varieties of regimes 
are found to function:12 monarchies in the Arab world; authoritarian 
pluralism mostly in Africa and South Asia; and, dominant party 
democracies in the South East Asian region. This third variety is 
characterized by long period of ruling by a single party with the backing 
of weaker coalition partners, an interventionist state, a strong central 
bureaucracy and management of political affairs by conciliation and 
consensus building (often referred to as consociational system).  

It appears that recent socio-political uprisings as in Southeast Asia 
brought about by economic factors such as prosperity followed by crisis, 
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are likely to increase political demands that challenge the 
monopolization of political as well as economic interest by the 
privileged. The events in Thailand from 1957 to 1973 followed by those 
from South Korea, Taiwan and most recently Indonesia in particular and 
Malaysia to a certain extent seem to suggest that the authoritarian 
pluralist and the dominant party democratic regimes are transitional in 
nature.13

The Six Muslim Countries 

The framework outlining the relationship between political regime and 
development is applied to a group of six Muslim countries - two from 
each of the three regions namely, East Asia, South Asia and Africa. 
These countries are selected from among 47 Muslim majority countries 
for which detailed information on various aspects of freedom is 
available.14

The six countries share commonalties in terms of religion, colonial 
status and agro-based economy. They are also the late-starters in 
development. However, Pakistan embarked on development as a 
sovereign nation in 1947 at least a decade earlier than the rest. 
Bangladesh gained independence in 1970 and thus started development 
as a sovereign nation much later than the rest. There also exist 
geographical and historical links such as Indonesia with Malaysia, 
Pakistan with Bangladesh or erstwhile East Pakistan and Nigeria with 
Mali. 

As for the relationship, if any, between resource endowments and 
regime performance, with the exception of Bangladesh, the remaining 
five countries are endowed with relatively abundant natural and mineral 
resources measured by land availability and mineral deposits. In terms 
of colonial legacy, Mali was ruled by French, Indonesia by the Dutch 
and the remaining four by the British. The status of the colonial power is 
also relevant here. This is because historically speaking the British 
colonies are more likely to be democratically oriented than the non-
British colonies. So, the countries under study reflect regional, 
historical, and colonial as well as economic and socio-cultural 
commonalities and diversities. 

The six countries can be categorized differently depending upon the 
basis of classification used. Based on the three attributes of political 
development: democracy, freedom, and human rights used to generate a 
composite measure of political liberty,15 the six countries under study 
are classified into various regime types. During mid-1980s, Bangladesh, 
Indonesia and Malaysia were grouped under “median liberty” class and 
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Mali, Nigeria and Pakistan were classified as “politically repressed 
countries” (PRCs).16 Judged by the criteria of economic development 
based on physical quality of life index (PQLI) and political democracy, 
the latter three fall into the category of “authoritarian government” 
while the former three under “semi-competitive democracy.” Judged by 
the criteria of development using PQLI vs. freedom, with the sole 
exception of Mali being a “not free” country, all the rest belonged to the 
category of “partly free.” Using growth proxied by disparity reduction 
ratio (DRR) vs. democracy, the three politically repressed countries also 
fall under the category of authoritarian regimes while the remaining 
three under median liberty belonged to semi-competitive democracy. 
Most interestingly, on the basis of growth proxied by DRR vs. human 
rights, all the countries under study except Nigeria were identified as 
major violators of human rights in mid-1980s. Nigeria despite being one 
of the authoritarian regimes under Buhari-Babangida administration in 
mid-1980s is enlisted among those few countries that followed the rule 
of law in ensuring human rights. 

Linkage between Economic Factors and Development  

Based on GNP per capita (GNPPC) in US dollars in the early part of 
1970s (See col. 1, Table 1), used as a proxy for initial condition, the four 
low-income countries - Bangladesh (with 80), Mali (80), Pakistan (130) 
and Indonesia (110) - can be placed more or less at the same level of 
development. Using the same criterion, Nigeria and Malaysia belonged 
to a higher stage of development. Toward mid-1980s (see col.3), 
excepting Bangladesh and Mali, the condition of the remaining four 
countries improved significantly. Of these four, Indonesia, Malaysia and 
Nigeria did even better in terms of GNPPC because of increased oil-
revenues through export – earnings. Two decades later i.e., in mid-
1990s, the condition of all except Nigeria improved (col. 4) although 
very significantly for Indonesia and Malaysia and moderately for 
Bangladesh, Mali and Pakistan. Nigeria's condition worsened and she 
joined the rank of low income economies (row 5, col. 8).  

Judged by the economic performance in terms of annual average 
growth of GNPPC during 1965-86 (col. 7), Malaysia and Indonesia 
belonged to a high performing categories with the growth rate varying 
from 4.3 to 4.6 per annum. Nigeria despite enjoying income nearly 
double that of Pakistan (cols. 3 & 7, rows 3 & 5) could not even catch 
up with medium-performing Pakistan in terms of growth rate. The two 
very low-income countries - Bangladesh and Mali - fall within the 
category of poor growth. On the whole, it appears that there exists 
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positive relationship between the level of development, proxied by the 
level of GNPPC, and the economic performance measured by the 
growth rate of GNPPC. The only exception is Bangladesh that 
experienced worst economic and political instability caused by the 
freedom movement, nationalization of assets left by the non-Bengali 
entrepreneurs and investors from West Pakistan and complete break-
down in the rule of law after independence in December 1971. 

 The relationship between the stage of development based on 
GNPPC and the degree of economic performance measured by real 
annual growth rate of GNPPC alters quite significantly in favour of 
Nigeria when the period of reference is confined to 1970-1979.26 It 
appears that during 1970s, Malaysia (with 5.4 growth rate), Nigeria 
(with 5.3) and Indonesia (with 4.6) performed equally well. Oil price 
hike of 1973 might have also contributed to this. Of the remaining three 
oil-importing countries, Mali (with 2.5) did better than Pakistan (1.5) 
and Bangladesh (0.80). Therefore, given the stage of development, 
resource endowments together with favourable prices of commodities in 
world markets also contributed to the better performance of developing 
countries. 

 The growth rate in GNPPC as an indicator of level of development 
may not necessarily reflect an improvement in another indicator of 
development i.e., physical quality of life index (PQLI) measured by 
averaging three indices - life expectancy, infant mortality and literacy.27 
These indices are crucial for the right and the desire to live longer, 
without at the same time not being exploited as a result of ignorance. 
The PQLI, as such, is a better measure of welfare in the sense that it is 
concerned with basic universal human needs rather than with mere 
technological growth. In terms of PQLI, toward mid-1980s, Malaysia 
with the index value of 78 performed best followed by Indonesia (55). 
Of the remaining four countries, Bangladesh and Pakistan (with 37), 
despite having lower income, performed better than Nigeria. Mali (with 
19), despite similar GNPPC, performed worse than Bangladesh.  

Of all the indicators, the easy access to redistributive social services 
like health and education seem to be instrumental in ensuring better 
quality of life. This suggests that the development of appropriate 
institutions for providing social services does substantiate the better 
performance of two low-income south Asian countries of Pakistan and 
Bangladesh as opposed to two African countries i.e., Nigeria and Mali, 
regardless of their level of income (see col. 3, Table 1).  

The most recently developed indicator constructed by UNDP i.e., 
human development index (HDI) based on life expectancy, literacy and 
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real GDP per capita resembles the PQLI based on three indices as 
delineated above. Based on HDI, one can, perhaps, argue that 
Bangladesh (with HDI at 0.478) despite being at a lower stage of 
development in early 1970s (compare cols. 1 and 13-14) did relatively 
better than Nigeria (with 0.462) and Pakistan (with 0.499) in 2000. The 
better performance of both Malaysia and Indonesia with HDI of 0.782 
and 0.684, respectively, seems to be consistent with other indicators of 
development i.e., the level or stage of development (compare col. 1 with 
col. 5) and the economic performance measured by annual average 
growth rate in GNPPC (col. 9). By all indications, the performance of 
Mali (with HDI of 0.386) seems to be the worst. Hence the relationship 
between development and economic factors obtained above appear to 
indicate that the building of social capital accompanied by appropriate 
redistributive policies through social services emerges as one of the vital 
factors in the development performance particularly in the long-run. 29

As hinted above, the poorer performance in human development of 
Nigeria, Mali and to a certain extent Pakistan can be explained largely 
by long-run poorer growth in average annual GDP per capita during 
1975-2000.30 That whatever growth has been achieved in these countries 
was unequalizing also becomes evident from comparatively very high 
relative inequality experienced by Nigeria and Mali compared to 
Indonesia, Pakistan and Bangladesh. The relative inequality measured 
by the ratio of income enjoyed by the richest 10 percent to the poorest 
10 percent is 24.9 and 23.1 for Nigeria and Mali, respectively, compared 
to 6.6, 6.7 and 7.3 for Indonesia, Pakistan and Bangladesh. However, 
the period of reference for the relative measure of inequality is not 
exactly similar although mostly falling within 1995-1997 period with 
the exception of Mali for 1994. The relatively better performance of 
Bangladesh during post-1990 period (cols. 9-10, Table 1) could be due 
to the empowerment of the poor households in general and the women 
in particular through the active participation of a number of non-
government organizations including the most effective micro-finance 
programme launched by Grameen Bank (Bank of the poor) since mid- 
1970s.31

The impact of poverty-focused institutions to enhance the 
empowerment of the poor is also substantiated by the success of 
Bangladesh in reducing incidence of absolute poverty. The incidence of 
poverty measured by UNDP based on the percentage of population 
below income-poverty line of US$1 per day (with 1993 purchasing 
power parity) during 1983-2000 shows that Bangladesh (with 29.1 
percent) and Pakistan (with 31.0) belong to medium-performing group 
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while Nigeria (with 70.2) and Mali (with 72.8) to poor-performing 
group and Malaysia and Indonesia (with 7.7) to high-performing group.  

The better performance in poverty eradication for the period 1983-
2000 could be explained by the resource mobilization (i.e., savings) and 
resource utilization (i.e., investment) efforts of the government. 
Because, higher savings being translated into higher investment can 
create more economic opportunities for growth at the macro-level and 
income at the micro-level. The available empirical evidence also seems 
to suggest that although relatively better performance of Indonesia and 
Malaysia during 1965-86 (col. 7) is largely explained by pure economic 
determinants of growth like savings and investment,32 the poor 
performance of Nigeria in particular as compared to Bangladesh and 
Pakistan could not be explained by these determinants alone.  

 It would not, therefore, be wrong to suggest that the poor in Nigeria 
and Mali were largely by-passed by growth during 1965-1986 while 
those in Malaysia, Indonesia, Bangladesh, and to a certain extent, 
Pakistan were able to participate in the expanded economic 
opportunities created by economic growth during 1965-1986 (col. 7). 
Hence, the discussion that follows will examine the role of non-
economic factors in terms of empowerment of the poor being promoted 
by the development-oriented institutions and political stability both in 
success and failed cases.   

It has been observed that the pure economic factors measured by 
ability to save and invest, favourable resource endowment together with 
relatively higher economic freedom in terms of policies towards 
economic decision-making (compare cols. 9, 10 & 12) failed to fully 
explain the development performance of the countries under study. As 
discussed above, the two best-performing countries using early 1970s as 
the base appear to be two East Asian countries- Malaysia and Indonesia 
while two worst performers seem to be two African countries, namely, 
Mali and Nigeria. Bangladesh and Pakistan - the two South Asian 
countries remain in between as medium performers. Let us now 
examine the role of political factors in terms of political freedom, 
human rights, stability and ideological commitment of the regime to 
explain the development performance measured by HDI. 

Political Factors and Development 

During the last three and a half decades, Nigeria suffered from highest 
political instability judged by the frequency of military coups, changes 
in military governments33 and consequent disorder in civil life as well as 
administration. Judged by the democratic instability index, during 1960s 
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and 1970s34 Nigeria scored 6.94 (higher coefficient implying higher 
instability) compared to next-door neighbours - Niger with 1.81, Algeria 
with 2.11, Mali with 2.66 and Chad with 2.44. This also compares less 
favourably with two other African countries - Tanzania and Gambia - 
with a score of about 1 only. Nigeria’s instability started with the coup 
led by Brig. Murtala Muhammed in July 1975. In 1997, Lt. Gen. 
Obasanjo took over power after the assassination of Murtala 
Muhammed. Although Alhaj Sehu Shagari headed the government after 
winning an election in mid-1979, by 1983 the confidence of the public 
in the civilian regime was shattered as a result of wide spread corruption 
and economic mismanagement. General Buhari seized power in 1984 
followed by Ibrahim Babanginda who seized power in 1985. In 1993, 
defense minister Sani Abacha took over by cancelling the election 
allegedly won by Moshood Abiola. Within this period of little over three 
decades there had been innumerable constitutional changes as well.  

Another worst performer, Mali, despite having much lower score for 
democratic instability (2.66) experienced rebellions, a coup and military 
dictatorship.35 Since independence in 1960, Mali was ruled by President 
Modibo Keita who was ousted by Lt. Mousa Traore in 1968. Mali was 
governed under a constitution drawn up in 1974 that became effective in 
1979. After a number of coup attempts, the first civilian government 
was formed in June 1979 when Gen. Traore was elected President 
unopposed. On March 26, 1991, Traore was ousted by Lt. Col. Amadou 
Toumani Toure. In April 1991, the defense minister, Abdoulaye Sekou 
Sow, headed the new government. After the election of March 1992 
Alliance for democracy in Mali won the election. Ali Diallo became 
President. In 1997, Alpha Oumar Konare was elected the President. 
Mali resembles in many respects the highly unstable Nigeria until the 
beginning of 1997 when civilian government came to power through 
democratic election. Mali became the first Muslim country to get free 
status since 1996. 

In contrast, Indonesia and Malaysia, star-performers particularly 
until the financial crisis of July 1997, are also the ones that enjoyed 
highest political stability for nearly three decades. Their democratic 
instability scores with 2.4 for Malaysia and 3.98 for Indonesia appear to 
be quite low compared to most other Muslim countries. In fact, from 
1981 until today the Barisan National (BN), the coalition of three major 
and other smaller parties, has been ruling the country with Mahathir 
Mohamad as the Prime Minister. Indonesia, on the other hand, was ruled 
for more than three decades by one man - General Suharto. Compared to 
Malaysia, Indonesia scored much poorly on such variables like rule of 
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law, bureaucratic efficiency and corruption, yet Indonesia performed 
equally well in terms of growth.36  

Behind the long stability of these two high-performing countries lies 
the predominance of a single party- the ruling Golkar party in Indonesia 
and ruling UMNO in Malaysia. The overall political environments 
based on press freedom, civil liberty etc. were little different in these 
two countries.37 While Malaysia embraces multi-party system, Indonesia 
allows the existence of only two parties - the Indonesian Democratic 
Party (PDI) and the United Development Party (PPP). The dominance 
of military power is overtly accepted by the allocation of one-fifth of the 
seats in 500-membered parliament for the military personnel.  

In the presence of close alliance between President-Suharto and the 
military, the ordinary citizens were constrained by constitutional 
barriers to change their governments democratically through ballot 
boxes. Press freedom was extremely limited and the journalists were 
forced to practise self-censorship. Although in terms of political rights 
and liberties Malaysia is well ahead of Indonesia, it has been observed 
that the Malaysian government exercises significant control over the 
media, bans outdoor campaign rallies and applies security laws against 
dissidents.38 All these are justified on the ground of better standard of 
living as shown by higher HDI, national integrity and socio-political 
harmony since 1970s.  

According to critics, if democracy is defined as allowing peoples' 
participation in decision-making and exercising the ability to 
constructively criticize the undesirable impact of government policies, 
Malaysia practices limited or what has been called a controlled 
democracy. However, Malaysia's Prime Minister Mahathir Mohamad, 
has repeatedly pointed out that for a multi-racial, multi-lingual and 
multi-religious society, Western-type democracy cannot provide the 
required environment of collective interest and responsibility for 
ensuring a peaceful coexistence so vital for development. Malaysia’s 
Mahathir and Singapore’s Senior Minister, Lee Kuan Yew - the two 
protagonists frequently refer to Asian values to argue in favour of Asian 
democracy and against democracy with unfettered individual freedom 
with all the concomitant negative effects on material and moral aspects 
of the society. It appears that with miraculous economic growth both of 
them have proved many critics wrong.  

The remaining two South Asian countries Bangladesh and Pakistan, 
classified as medium performers (neither excelling Indonesia and 
Malaysia nor failing like Mali and Nigeria), fall in the “median” 
category of being neither politically, highly volatile nor highly stable. In 
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terms of frequency in the change of government, Bangladesh and 
Pakistan enjoyed fewer governmental changes compared to Mali and 
Nigeria. Bangladesh and Pakistan though experienced shorter periods of 
Military rule, also enjoyed civilian rule for more than a decade. Civilian 
politicians Khaleda Zia and Sheikh Hasina in Bangladesh and Benazir 
Bhutto and Nawaz Sharif in Pakistan ruled during 1980s and 1990s.  

Bangladesh and Pakistan gradually shifted from the presidential 
system to the multi-party parliamentary republic in mid-1990s. These 
moves in favour of competitive democracy did not result in a high level 
of political stability. The series of anti-regime demonstrations 
chracterised by frequent hartals (the complete closure of all types of 
activities and transportation networks) accompanied by violent factional 
clashes demonstrate occasionally unstable political environments with 
concomitant effects on economic stability and growth. This also speaks 
for the misuse of too much of political and civil rights with too little of 
collective responsibility and interest in case of these two medium-
achievers (vide col. 15, Table 1). Bangladesh also enjoys higher 
political rights and civil liberties (MD) compared to two high achievers,  
Malaysia39 and Indonesia, and the medium-achiever, Pakistan, and the 
poor achiever, Nigeria.40

Despite the stronger negative effects of the less controlled 
democracy by the standard of East Asian political architects, the 
positive effects of the relatively liberal western type democracy keeps 
the governments of both Bangladesh and Pakistan under constant 
pressure. The relatively unstable democracies in these countries make 
the governments more accountable to the pressure of the opposition to 
explain each and every detail of government policy-decisions. This has 
its positive effect in that it enables the government to absorb any sort of 
explosion consequent from the popular pressure of the masses. The 
recent events facing the two South East Asian countries and most 
particularly Indonesia attest to this. Both the GNPPC and the average 
annual growth rate after the mid-1997 financial crisis have declined 
tremendously in these two high-performing countries, particularly in 
Indonesia, thereby affecting the human development index as well 
(Table 1, cols. 8, 10 & 15). That democracy does matter in terms of 
increasing resilience of the countries to cope with economic crisis 
becomes evident from the two better-performing countries, Bangladesh 
and Mali, having the highest measure of democracy in the Muslim 
world compared to the very poor-performing countries after 1997 crisis,  
Malaysia and Indonesia (cols. 9-10 and 15, Table 1).   
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It is well known that the democratic institutions in both Bangladesh 
and Pakistan are severely undermined by the weak and corrupt 
governance. However, the relatively higher degree of freedom of press 
and of organizations to voice dissent and the absence of the threat of 
political repression, as was the case in Indonesia until the financial crisis 
of mid-1997, the abuse of power by the government machineries is less 
conspicuous in two moderately performing South Asian countries 
compared to two South East Asian success cases. Unfortunately, the use 
of repressive laws has become much more pervasive since September 
11, 2001 and is used even by countries like USA and UK in the name of 
preserving freedom.   

Of the two relatively more unstable democracies, Pakistan appears to 
be more volatile as it is rocked by frequent ethnic and sectarian 
violence. Bangladesh, in contrast, has been relatively free of such 
conflicts. This perhaps explains why Bangladesh, despite being the most 
resource-poor of the countries under study, demonstrated best 
performance based on the improvement in the average annual growth of 
GNPPC during 1985-1995 over 1965-1986 (Table 1, cols. 9-10 &15) 
not with-standing her poor initial beginning. 

Judged by the criteria of lowest income, lowest growth rate for two 
decades (1965-1985) and limited resource endowment to start with, 
Bangladesh could be adjudged to be the star-performer even compared 
to two East Asian high-performers (Table 1, col. 10). Since 1985, 
Bangladesh has been characterized by greater political stability with 
relatively greater priorities for social and infrastructural development. 
The government has awarded scholarships to female students and 
enforced quota system for the recruitment of female teachers in primary 
schools in particular and all other public services in general. Coupled 
with this, the intensification of poverty focused income-generating 
programmes through a number of non-government organizations 
including the Grameen Bank41 complemented by the massive 
infrastructural development42 significantly contributed both to the 
reduction in gender discrimination and in the enhancement of 
empowerment of the so long deprived section of the female labour force 
in the country. As a result, the female labour force participation 
improved quite significantly in Bangladesh compared to the remaining 
poor-performers including Pakistan particularly after the recent financial 
crisis of East Asia. This gender empowerment also had salutary effect 
on the declining birth rate in Bangladesh compared to Mali, Nigeria and 
Pakistan. 



POLITICAL REGIME AND DEVELOPMENT/ATAUL HUQ              [15] 
 

 

 
Above discussions on the role of political factors in development 

performance seems to suggest the importance of political stability and 
ideological commitment of the regime. Political stability and the 
development commitment of the regime with greater priority for social 
development as have been pursued even by a resource–poor country like 
Bangladesh may help explain the development performance in terms of 
enhancing capabilities and empowering the under-privileged in the long-
run.  

Concluding Observations 

Development is a multi-faceted concept. It must incorporate not merely 
the biological but also the socio-cultural, ethical, moral and spiritual 
needs of human beings. This human-centered development is affected 
by economic as well as non-economic, mainly political, factors. From 
what has been discussed, it can be concluded that political stability 
irrespective of the type of regime is crucial for attaining a sustainable 
human-centered development. The regime, be it authoritarian, 
democratic or semi-democratic, must ensure dynamism, flexibility, 
continuity, appropriateness and effectiveness of policies with priorities 
for social development path based on distributive equity. The empirical 
evidence, from the six selected Muslim countries, also seems to suggest 
that there exists a trade-off between high growth with reasonably fair 
distribution of the benefits of growth and the civil, political as well as 
economic freedom. So long as high growth being conditioned both by 
internal and external forces continues, the demand for negative aspects 
of human freedom as Sen puts it can be postponed for the future. But the 
moment the growth slows down and crisis begins for whatever reasons 
(internal or external shocks), people's demand for freedom in terms of 
participation and contestation assumes a leading role. As such, the 
negative aspects of freedom calling for more participation and 
contestation in all matters, economic, political and social, may dominate 
over the positive aspects for freedom. The most important observation is 
that the so-called political stability in the absence of harmonious 
development between economic and political democracy might not 
ensure sustainable development particularly if externally imposed 
distortions influence the macro-economic variables of the country 
subject to vulnerability.  
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