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Critical political events are high-impact events that will change
the political trajectory of a nation. Asia comprises nations with a
range of political systems with different political dynamics. Some
nations experience frequent changes of political party control of
the government while other nations have the same political party
controlling the government for decades. The latter refers mainly to
dominant party systems whereby one dominant party dominates
many aspects of a nation's political life for decades.

Recurrent news of factional crises or conflicts between key
politicians within ruling political parties often sparks speculations
of possible significant political changes. Nevertheless, these events
have no great political impact unless a faction defects from the
ruling party. This renegade faction can subsequently ally with the
opposition parties to gain control of the government. Yet, such
defections are rare events because factions face huge disincentives
to defect from a ruling party. Factional leaders and members have
to face huge political risks by giving up most of the prerogatives of
ruling party members. This political risk is even greater in a dominant
party system.

Nevertheless, these rare events cannot be explained adequately by
current theories using either a political party or an individual politician
as the unit of analysis. This paper uses the faction as the unit of
analysis and re-frames the analysis of a puzzling critical political event
— factions defecting from a dominant political party — with a simple
model. The framework posits that factional defection occurs only when
the key factions are marginalised within the dominant party and expect
to form the next government with the opposition parties. This model
offers a framework to make sense of complex Asian politics.

THE CONTEXT: THE EAST ASIAN ECONOMIC MIRACLE, STRONG
GOVERNMENTS AND DOMINANT PARTIES

Before the 1997 Asian Financial Crisis, the "East Asia Economic
Miracle" story depicted strong governments providing leadership
in national economic development. Such governments were usually
dominant party systems with a political party dominating the
political scene for decades. Japan's Liberal Democratic Party (LDP)
dominated Japanese politics for 38 years from 1955 to 1993. Its
rule was associated with the rise of the Japanese economic miracle.
Similarly, Taiwan's Nationalist Party (Kuomintang, KMT) dominated
the political scene from 1949 to 2000 and its rule was associated with
rapid Taiwanese economic development. Together with South Korea,
Hong Kong and Singapore, Taiwan was known as one of the “Four
Asian Tigers". In Southeast Asia, Malaysia's United Malays National
Organisation (UMNO) has also been associated with Malaysia's rapid
growth as one of the “Emerging Tigers"” with Indonesia and Thailand.
The trend of having dominant party systems is not unique to Asia. The

Christian Democratic Party dominated
Italy’'s politics for more than four
decades (1948-92) while the Partido
Revolucionario Institucional (PRI)
dominated Mexico's politics for more
than seven decades (1920s-2000).
Other current and past dominant
parties include Ireland’'s Fianna Fail,
Sweden's Social Democrats, South
Africa's National Congress (ANC), and
Israel's Labor Party.

Despite dominating the political
landscape of Asiafor decades after the
end of World War Il, dominant parties
have experienced different fates. On the one hand, most of these
dominant parties have split and lost power. For instance, Indonesia’s
Golongan Karya (Golkar) lost power in 1999, and Taiwan's KMT lost
control of the presidency to the Democratic Progressive Party's (DPP)
Chen Shui-bian in 2000. On the other hand, other dominant parties
such as UMNO have remained in power. Significantly, among those
parties that have lost power, some have regained power by relying
on the decades of institutional advantage they have build up over the
years. The Indian National Congress (INC) Party regained power in
1980 after losing the 1977 elections and Japan's LDP regained power
in 1994, less than one year after losing it in 1993.
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THE PUZZLE AND WEAKNESSES OF CURRENT EXPLANATIONS
Itis an axiom that a dominant party has to implode before the rules of
the political game in the dominant party system can be changed. The
key challenge is to answer why a dominant party implodes or splits.
This paper uses the faction as the unit of analysis to complement the
weaknesses of current explanations.

Current Explanation 1: Party Systems and Political Parties
From the political party level point of view, it seems counter-intuitive
for a dominant party to lose power because its dominance is
sustained by a positive cycle of dominance. Dominant parties control
nearly all aspects of the political system (legislative and executive)
hence there is almost no viable alternative government for voters to
choose from. The fragmented opposition parties are unlikely to have
the institutional power and experience to rule as effectively as the
dominant party. Consequently, most dominant party systems persist
due more to the weak and divided opposition parties rather than the
dominant party's effective governance.

One of the most important factors for dominant party longevity
is the power asymmetry between the dominant party and opposition



Table 1: Power Disparity between Dominant Party and Opposition
Parties (Lower House) '

Party
(Election

Dominant |Opposition | Difference between
Party's Parties’ Dominant Party and
Seat Share | Seat Share | Opposition Parties’
(A) (%) (B) (%) Seat Share (A-B)(%)

57.6 38.6 19.0

Years)

LDP, Japan
(1958-90)
House of
Representatives
Elections

KMT, Taiwan
(1975-98)
Legislative Yuan
Elections
Barisan Nasional
(BN), Malaysia
(1955-2008)*
National
Parliamentary
Elections
Indian National
Congress, India
(1952-71)
Lok Sabha
Elections

* Barisan Nasional is an UMNO-led coalition

70.9 29.1 41.8

80.2 19.8 60.4

69.0 31.0 38.0

parties. An aspect of this asymmetry is the huge seat share
difference in the Lower Houses of Japan, Taiwan, India and Malaysia,
ranging from 19.0% to 60.4% (Table 1). Using Taiwan as an example,
opposition parties have two main options to gain power: win enough
seats by their own efforts or merge with the much larger dominant
party — KMT. For the former option, the opposition parties with only
29.1% of the seat share must win at least another 21.9% of seat share
to secure at least a bare majority of 50% of the seats. This is not
easily achievable because of KMT's electoral dominance. With huge
resources and support networks, KMT could easily mobilise votes
and win more than 50% of the parliamentary seat share during
elections. Even if the opposition parties win more than 50% of the
parliamentary seats, they have to remain united. This is because the
KMT can easily entice one or more opposition parties to merge with
it or to form a ruling coalition. The latter option requires the least
effort from any of the opposition parties but it does not serve KMT's
interest: the more politicians there are, the lesser the office spoils
that could be shared among KMT members.

By using the political party as the unit of analysis, the dominant
party split can be attributed to a multitude of factors in the political,
economic, and social arenas. The main argument is that exogenous
macro-level factors create dire conditions at the national level thereby
reducing the dominant party’s ruling legitimacy. The macro-level
factors include ideology (Sasaki 1999); democratisation (Giliomee
and Simkins 1999; Jayasuriya and Rodan 2007); party system
changes (Boucek 1998); voter realignment (Reed 1999); changes
of socioeconomic composition of the party’s support base (Pempel
1998); entry of new parties (Greene 2008); and/or changes in the
values of the voters (Mair and Tomokazu 1998). Nevertheless, the
focus on exogenous factors ignores the dominant party's intra-party
dynamics and its adaptability. This being so, examining the cause of
dominant party split at the macro-level provides only the context but
not the precise causes and timing of party split.

Solinger (2001) argues that the presence of popular opposition
party leaders and a great level of corruption are two of the causes of

dominant party collapse. Nevertheless, these cannot explain situations
in which all the factors were present but no dominant party lost power.
There was corruption in Indonesia's Suharto regime but why did the
dominant party, Golkar, lose power after the 1999 elections but not in
the previous elections? Popular opposition leaders have appeared at
various stages during dominant party dominance but these politicians
have failed to galvanise the opposition parties into common action to
form new ruling governments. The popularity of Japanese opposition
leader, Doi Takado, has failed to empower the largest Japanese
opposition party, the Japan Socialist Party, to replace the dominant
LDP. This being so, explaining party splits by using the party as the
unit of analysis fails to account for this intra-party dynamics.

Current Explanation 2: Individual Politicians and Career Prospects
Moving the analytical lens down to individual politicians does not
adequately explain party defection either. This explanation narrowly
focuses on politicians and analysises the causes of party defection as
a consequence of the individual politician's aspiration to further his
own political career.

Based on logical deduction, individual dominant party politicians
are unlikely to leave the dominant party because it is the only party
that is able to offer the fruits of power to them. These political
benefits range from holding ministerial posts to having better access
to state resources. Even if some politicians do not have the benefits
at a point in time, they are likely to be better off remaining within
the dominant party. This is because as long as the dominant party
continues ruling, these politicians will have their turn in the share
of political benefits. In contrast, the fragmented opposition parties
in a dominant party system are very unlikely to form the new ruling
government. Politicians face huge political risks when they leave a
dominant party. They are likely to lose all the political benefits they
have enjoyed in the dominant party with the worst-case scenario of
losing their electoral seats. Losing seats often breaks a politician's
career. For instance, the failed “Janata Coalition Experiment” in
India (1977-79) had showed the INC politicians of the 1980s the
extreme difficulty in breaking down the “Congress System". This
institutionalised system of formal and informal norms has reinforced
the INC's dominance in national level Indian politics.? This non-INC
government soon collapsed as a result of intra-party disunity and
within three years from losing power, the INC returned to power and
continued its dominance of Indian politics.

Studies using the individual politician as the unit of analysis posit
that a politician’s individual attributes determine the likelihood of him
defecting from a political party. Cox and Rosenbluth (1995), in their
analysis of the 1993 party defections in Japan, argue that junior and
politically marginalised politicians are more likely to defect. This holds
true if we treat politicians as lone-wolves who act independently.
However, this is not true in reality as this “strategically blind" approach
ignores the greater context that shapes an individual politician's
decision making. Besides individual attributes, a politician needs
to balance his individual needs with the organisational needs of the
group to which he belongs. A group provides the essential political
goods needed for a politician's survival like funding for re-election
campaigns and parliamentary posts. Extant literature, by focusing only
on individual incentives, fails to account for a politician’s affinity for
group incentives.

ALTERNATIVE APPROACH/EXPLANATION: FACTIONS
This paper seeks to complement the two mainstream explanations by



using the faction as the unit of analysis. Factions are sub-organisations
within a political party that compete for political goods like political
funding and parliamentary posts. Factionalism within parties has
positive and negative impacts for dominant parties. Factionalism
provides mechanisms to mitigate intra-party conflicts and thereby
minimise the probability of dissent and dominant party members
defecting. However, factionalism may create a vicious cycle of intra-
party conflict that may eventually lead to greater party splits.

Comparedwiththetwo current explanations fromthe political party
and individual politician perspective, it is more intuitive to understand
dominant party defection from a factional perspective. While dominant
party factions are generally better off by remaining within the dominant
party than being part of a new unstable coalition government, factions
do defect from the dominant party when two conditions are met. This
paper argues that factional defection from a dominant party occurs
when the key factions within the dominant party are marginalised in
the inter-factional coalition game within the party and expect to win
the future inter-party coalition game by forming a new government
with the opposition parties. Unlike other factions, a key faction has
a sizeable number of party members that allows it to form a winning
inter-factional coalition in the party leadership competition® Thus, a
dominant party faction’s potential to change the political landscape of
a dominant party system makes it a rare event and different from the
more commonly occurring party defections.*

RESEARCH DESIGN: MODEL AND EMPIRICAL EVIDENCE

With the faction as the unit of analysis, this paper uses a model and

narratives to verify three hypotheses. The model provides an internally

consistent framework for systematic case comparison based on
narratives. The narrative is based on the novel structured comparison
of dominant party defection cases. This combination allows maximum
analytical rigour and empirical richness to ensure robust findings.

The game theoretic model depicts the strategic interaction
between two groups of actors in a dominant party: mainstream
factions and non-mainstream factions.> The model depicts two
players interacting interdependently in the inter-party arena and
intra-party arena. A key faction always has two main strategies:
stay within the dominant party or defect from it. The predominant
strategy is to remain within the dominant party because the faction
can enjoy the fruits of power and continue factional struggle. The
other strategy will be to defect from the dominant party and face the
huge risk of losing political power.

Three hypotheses are derived from the game theoretic model:

+  Hypothesis 1: A dominant party faction may not necessarily
defect from a dominant party when the party has a relatively
smaller Lower House seat share.

+  Hypothesis 2: A dominant party faction is likely to defect
from a dominant party when it is marginalised in intra-party
competition.

+ Hypothesis 3: A dominant party faction is likely to defect from
a dominant party when the expectation of reduced coordination
failure with the opposition party is high.®

Background

Narratives from historical events are used to test the model's validity.
As factional defections are rare political events, there are only seven
party defection cases in the six decades of Asia's political history
since the end of World War Il in 1945 (Table 2). These cases cover
four dominant parties, LDP (Japan), INC (India), UMNO (Malaysia),

Table 2: Cases for Analysis

Name of Year |Country | Dominant Party
Defected Faction

Hatoyama faction 1953 Japan Liberal Party

Gandhi faction 1969 India Indian National Congress

Ram faction 1977 India Indian National Congress

Razalelgh faction 1989 Malaysia United‘ Mahlays National
Organisation

Hau faction 1993 Taiwan Kuomintang

Hata faction 1993 Japan Liberal Democratic Party

Soong faction 2000 Taiwan Kuomintang

and KMT (Taiwan). With the exception of Japan's Hata factional
defection, there is no systematic and comparative study of these rare
but significant events.

The Liberal Party dominated Japanese politics in immediate
post-war Japan from 1949 to 1953. The defection of the Hatoyama
faction, led by Hatoyama Ichiro, ended the dominant Liberal Party’s
rule in 1953. This faction formed the new Japan Democratic Party
that subsequently formed the first non-Liberal Party government
in 1954. Hatoyama Ichird became prime minister of a minority
government. The Japan Democratic Party eventually merged with the
Liberal Party to form the current ruling LDP in 1955. LDP dominated
Japanese politics for another three decades before the defection
of the Hata faction ended its dominance. The Hata faction formed
the Japan Renewal Party in 1993 and took the lead in forming a new
seven-party government coalition. Contrary to conventional coalition
theories, the LDP failed to form the new government despite being
the largest political party, with 44.6% of the Lower House seat share.
Ozawa Ichird, the de facto leader of the Hata faction, remains a key
politician in Japanese politics today.

KMT dominated Taiwanese politics from 1949 to 2000 until James
Soong faction's defection created the opportunity for Democratic
Progressive Party's Chen Shui-bian to become president in the 2000
presidential elections. The KMT presidential vote was split between
James Soong and the official KMT presidential candidate, Lien Chan.
Soong eventually formed the People First Party (PFP). A lesser-
known but significant factional defection from KMT occurred in 1993.
The factional conflict was between the two largest KMT factions — the
pro-Lee Teng-Hui mainstream faction (zhu-liu-pai) and the anti-Lee
Teng Hui anti-mainstream faction (fei-zhu-liu-pai), led by Hau Pei-
tsun. Lee Teng-hui was then KMT chairman-cum-Taiwan's president.
While this factional defection did not immediately lead to KMT's loss
of power, it created the context and demonstration effect for future
politicians seeking to break KMT's dominance of Taiwanese politics.

UMNO dominated Malaysia's politics since 1954. Various intra-party
crises that centred on the struggle for intra-party presidency took
place in UMNO throughout its dominance: the Sulaiman Palestin-Datuk
Hussein Onn rivalry in the 1970s, the Razaleigh-Mahathir rivalry in the
1980s, the Anwar-Mahathir rivalry in the late 1990s and the Badawi-
Mahathir rivalry in 2006 and 2008. Nevertheless, only one of these
intra-party crises resulted in the defection of a faction from UMNO.
This occurred in 1989, when Tengku Razaleigh Hamzah competed
against then Prime Minister Mahathir bin Mohamad for the intra-party
presidency. Allying with Musa Hitam (former deputy prime minister),
Razaleigh formed a strong intra-UMNO factional coalition against
Mahathir’'s factions. Eventually, Razaleigh defected from UMNO and
formed a new political party, Semangat 46.

INC dominated Indian politics continuously from 1947 to 1977.



The faction, led by Indira Gandhi defected from the INC in 1969 after
an intense intra-party conflict with the Syndicate factional coalition.
Gandhi formed Congress-Requisition while the remaining INC formed
Congress-Organisation. In 1977, another factional defection led by
Jagjivan Ram split the INC again. Unlike in 1969, this critical political
event ended INC's dominance and brought about the formation of
the first non-INC government in 1977. In a rare feat, almost all the
opposition parties overcame the coordination failure and merged to
form the Janata Party that eventually won the 1977 elections, thereby
removing INC from power. Former important INC politicians like
Jagjivan Ram, Morarji Desai, and Charan Singh played an important
role subsequently in forming a non-INC ruling government.

Findings

Allthe hypotheses have been validated. A dominant party’s seat share
does not have a definite impact on factional defection (hypothesis 1).
The marginalisation of the factionin the intra-party arena (hypothesis
2) and the high expectation of reduced coordination failure with
the opposition party in the inter-party arena (hypothesis 3) cause
factional defection. This being so, based on hypotheses 2 and 3, this
paper concludes that factional defection will occur only when the
factions are marginalised in the factional competition and perceive
an opportunity of political survival outside the dominant party.

Hypothesis 1is validated because a dominant party's seat share
does not have a definite impact on a dominant party faction's decision
to defect. In all the cases, the dominant party remained firmly in
power with more than 50% of the Lower House seat share based on
the results from the two most recent elections. There was a sharp
decline in the dominant party's Lower House seat share in two of the
cases: the Gandhi case (1969) and Hau case (1993). The dominant
party experienced only a slight drop in the Lower House seat share in
the Razaleigh case (1989), the Hata case (1993) and the Soong case
(2000). Only INC in the Ram case (1977) experienced an increase in
the Lower House seat share.

Hypothesis 1is counter-intuitive and contradicts the extant wisdom
of the relationship between party defection and seat share; namely,
politicians will defect from a declining party or politicians will defect
from the dominant party with a slim majority. This makes sense because
a waning dominant party opens a window of opportunity for renegade
dominant party factions and opposition parties to foster cooperation in
forming a new government. Nevertheless, this paper's empirical results
show that this is not always the case. The extant literature’s weaknesses
arise because its focus only on the inter-party arena ignores the critical
factional coalition dynamics in the dominant party's intra-party arena.

For each case, the faction that defected was marginalised within
the intra-party arena (hypothesis 2). These factions were usually one
of larger factions, which had the potential to challenge the largest
faction in the dominant party. The largest dominant party usually

Table 3: Strength of Dominant Parties’

controls the key machinery of the dominant party, including the party
presidency. The forms of intra-party marginalisation were mainly in
the form of post-allocation and resource-allocation. Both resources
are essential to maintain the factions’ power.

Finally, there was a high expectation of reduced coordination failure
within the opposition party in the inter-party arena (hypothesis 3). This
"high expectation” manifests itself in two main forms: an impending
change in the rules of the political game at the national level and/or
evidence of earlier successes of political cooperation between some
renegade dominant party politicians and the opposition parties. Only
the Ram case (1977) and the Hata case (1993) belong to the former
category. In 1993, the call for political reform to change the rules of
the game in Japanese politics was high on the political agenda of
the political parties while in 1977 INC was discredited for its 1975-77
Emergency rule.

The rest of the cases belong to the second category. There
were successful dissent actions by dominant party members in the
1953 Hatoyama case (e.q., voting for the punishment resolution of
Prime Minister Yoshida Shigeru in March 1953); the ability of the
opposition parties to form successful electoral alliances in the 1967
Lower House elections created the context for political change in
the Gandhi case (1969); for the Soong case (2000), the gradual
moderation of the DPP and the decline of the New Party in the
1990s created the political context for reduction in coordination
failure between renegade KMT factions and the opposition parties
in Taiwan. Malaysia's economic crisis in the mid-1980s created
a conducive environment for the cooperation between UMNO's
renegade politicians and the opposition parties in the Razaleigh
case (1989). The decreasing ideological distance between KMT
non-mainstream factions and the main opposition party, the DPP
created the context for the Hau case (1993).

SO WHAT?

This paper has shown how critical political events in Asian politics
and dominant party factional defections can be understood with a
simple model. Using a simple model substantiated by narratives,
this paper argues that factional defection occurs only when the
key factions within the dominant party are marginalised and
expect to form the next government with the opposition parties.
While this model explains only factional defection from dominant
parties, its logic can be extended as a framework to make sense of
Asian politics: to identify the key political actors (i.e., factions) and
examine their cost-benefit calculations in the intra-dominant party
and inter-party arenas.

For the public, the model provides a simple framework for making
sense of complex Asian politics by examining the political actors' (e.g.,
factions and politicians) strategic calculations in the inter-party and
intra-party arenas. While news reports may highlight the idiosyncrasies

Case Dominant Party Dominant party's | Election 1 | Election 2 | Difference
seat share (%) (year) (year) (seat share) (%)

Hatoyama faction (1953)
Gandhi faction (1969)
Ram faction (1977)
Razeleigh faction (1989)*

Liberal Party

Indian National Congress

Indian National Congress

United Malays National Organisation

Hau faction (1993) Kuomintang
Hata faction (1993) Liberal Democratic Party
Soong faction (2000) Kuomintang

* Based on seat share of UMNO-led Barisan Nasional

51.5 1949 1952 -5.2
54.4 1962 1967 -18.7
68.0 1967 1971 +13.6
83.6 1982 1986 2.1
59.0 1989 1992 -13.3
53.7 1986 1990 -4.9
54.7 1995 1998 -0.5



of intra-party tensions and personality clashes between key politicians
and/or highlight scenarios of the fall of a ruling party, a critical reader
should make sense of Asian politics by examining the intra-party and
inter-party dynamics simultaneously. For the former type of reports
on political bickering, one has to identify if the renegade politician is
a leader of a strong faction within the party. Without such political
strength, the impact of such political bickering may be limited. In
inter-party reports, one should assess if the parliamentary seat share
difference between the ruling party and opposition parties is too great
for any defection threats by a politician or faction to be credible.

Similarly, for Asian political analysts and observers, this model
provides a conceptual anchor to make sense of contemporary Asian
politics and to anticipate its future trajectories. Future events are
always embedded in the present. This is exemplified by the historical
antecedents of contemporary political events. The Democratic Party
of Japan's (DPJ) Ozawa Ichiro, one of the key politicians pushing for
early elections in Japan in 2008, was part of the ruling LDP. In 1993,
he led the Hata faction out of the LDP and eventually took the lead
in forming a seven-party coalition government. He was subsequently
in and out of various ruling government coalitions. Ozawa Ichiro still
seems to be well-poised to create another round of changes to the
contemporary Japanese party system. Similarly, India's current INC
coalition government is plagued by the dual intra-INC and inter-party
coalition tensions that have plagued INC since 1947.

A word of caution: past events are seldom good predictors of future
events because politics in the real world is complex and emergent,
shaped by complex adaptive agents like politicians. Thus, an analyst
needs to identify the tipping points that precede the emergence
of critical political events (e.qg., the defection of a key faction from
a ruling party or a coup). Such events or “black swans" can change
the domestic politics and impact on the region (see Taleb 2007). A
tipping point drawn from this paper’s model is the situation in which
a renegade faction, marginalised within the dominant party, seeks to
exploit an opportunity of reduced unity within the opposition parties.

Finally, there are two approaches for an academic wishing to
further this paper's research agenda: applying the model to other
cases of dominant party factional defection and extending the model
to explain other types of party defection. For the former, this model
can be used to analyse cases of factional defection from dominant
parties in nations like Italy, Mexico and South Africa. For instance, the
Cardenas factional defection from Mexico's dominant party, PRI, in
1987 has similarities with the James Soong factional defection from
KMT in 2000. In addition, this paper's selection bias can be minimised
by studying “non-events”, that is, events which should have occurred
based on consistent and deductive logic but did not. For instance,
before the coup in September 2006, Thaksin Shinawatra was able to
maintain the Thai Rak Thai Party’'s coherence. Surprisingly, despite
intense factional competition, none of the big factions, like the
Wong Nam Yam faction, defected from Thai Rak Thai Party. Another
possible case will be the non-defection of factions from UMNO in the
immediate period after the March 2008 elections. Such “non-events”
will serve as useful case comparisons with factional defection cases.

For the latter, future research should extend the model to explain
othertypesofpartydefections, thatis, group defectionsandindividual
defections. One possible approach is to examine the interactions
between the group level incentive structure and the individual level
incentive structure. This paper focuses on the former while extant
literature mainly focuses on the latter. In reality, party defections are
based on a mixture of both types of incentive structures. Another
approachis to use the complexity approach with the method of agent-
based simulation. Like any typical game theoretic model, this paper’s
model is static and tends towards equilibrium. This assumes that real
world events follow linear trajectories, which are almost never true!
Agent-based models have the potential to examine the interactions
between different levels of analysis.

In short, understanding critical political events helps to shed light
on the dynamics of Asian politics. Thus, use this simple model as a
framework to make sense of complex Asian politics.

The figures are based on the average seat
share won by the dominant parties in the

party and deprive the dominant party of its
ruling majority in the parliament.

and research design, see (Horiuchi and Tay
2004; Tay 2005).
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