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From the editor'’s desk

The first thing that undergraduate students learn about Asian politics is
that there is no such thing as ‘Asian politics’—there’s just politics, in Asia. The
one consistent feature of the political landscape of our region is its diversity:
capitalist liberal democracies, single-party communist states, absolute
monarchies, and zones where the writ of modern states matters less than
traditional forms of authority.

This edition of the East Asia Forum Quarterly examines this diversity to
take stock of the forces driving the evolution of Asian political systems today,
with focus on the prospects of democracy in the region amid the global trend
of autocratisation.

Two key interrelated stories stand out.

First is that because economic development appears to be neither a
necessary nor sufficient factor in the success of democracy in Asia, the
region will continue to fuel debate about the relevance of the modernisation
paradigm for understanding the future of global democracy.

Second, as contributors to this edition highlight, the continuing economic
success of authoritarian states like China, and the electoral success of
increasingly illiberal governments in India and Indonesia, will ensure that
Asia will remain a reservoir of debate that justifies illiberal or non-democratic
governance in utilitarian or culture-based terms.

So did history, as per Francis Fukuyama, never end in Asia?

There’s a measure of vindication of Fukuyama’s ideas about the post-

Cold War hegemony of democratic ideals to be found in the fact that, even
as regimes across the region become more illiberal, or resist substantive
democratisation at all, they still invoke the language of popular sovereignty
and electoral legitimation. There is more still in the resilient liberal civil

society movements across the region pushing back against backsliding leaders.

Asia is not just home to a wide range of regime types, with unpredictable
trajectories—it is also a key arena of ideological contestation, where

democracy and autocracy alike are being reinterpreted, reshaped and resisted.

In addition to these essays that explore how Asia’s politics are not just
adapting to, but powerfully shaping, global political trends, our Asian Review
section features analysis of the rise of the dominance of revisionist powers in
global politics and the consequential choices that forces upon countries such
as Australia.
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DEMOCRATIC BACKSLIDING

A voter completes a ballot at a polling station for the Thai general election (14 May 2023, Bangkok).

Resilience in East Asian
democracies

AUREL CROISSANT

N 1989, Francis Fukuyama

published his famous essay titled
The End of History? in which he
announced ‘the universalisation of
Western liberal democracy as the final
form of human government’ Exactly
30 years later, the political scientists
Anna Luhrmann and Staffan Lindberg
published an article arguing that a
global wave of autocratisation was
threatening many liberal democracies.

Since then, democratic backsliding
has become a major concern for
policymakers, activists, academics and
informed citizens across the world.

Crucially important is a proper
understanding of democratic
backsliding—the substantial erosion
of democratic procedures, processes
and principles in existing democratic
regimes—and democratic resilience,
the ability of a democratic regime

PICTURE: REUTERS / STRINGER

to resist the onset, limit the impact
or bounce back from democratic
backsliding.

Understanding democratic
backsliding and resilience in East Asia
is essential for assessing the future
prospects of democracy and its global
contestation with autocracy in the
21st century. Northeast and Southeast
Asia contain almost 30 per cent of the
world’s population and produce almost
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a third of global GDP. The region

has been home to some of the most
impressive success stories of economic
growth and human development in the
post-World War II period.

At the same time, East Asia seems
to contradict the widely held view that
democracy does a better job of raising
living standards in poor countries
than authoritarian governments do.
Hence, discussions about alternatives
to liberal capitalism and democracy
centre around Asia and especially
China.

To understand the dynamics of
democratic backsliding in East Asia,
scholars and policymakers need
reliable indicators and valid empirical
data. Just as the thesis of The End of
History? was controversial, the view
that democracy is in retreat worldwide
is also contested. The argument
builds on the evidence of statistical
analyses of democracy data from
various measurement projects such
as the Economic Intelligence Unit’s

if democratic
backsliding is
measured by the
decline of democratic
qualities of political
regimes across the
globe, the last two
decades have seen a
steady and noticeable

erosion of democracy

Democracy Index, the Freedom House
Freedom in the World survey and

the Varieties of Democracy (V-Dem)
Project.

This kind of quantitative data has
its own limitations and cannot provide
a full assessment of the functioning
and challenges of a democratic regime
in a specific country or region. Yet
democracy indicators and indices used
by legions of studies offer important
and otherwise unavailable insights into
the trajectories of democracy across
multiple cases and through time.

ANY conceptual and
methodological choices are

important in testing the validity
and reliability of democracy
measurements. One particularly
important and longstanding debate has
been whether measures of democracy
should rely on observational data,
expert-coded indicators, subjective
measurements at the citizen level or a
combination of different types of data.

Most democracy barometers
exclude citizen perceptions or
‘subjective data’ as these can manifest
in opinion poll data, and only very
few rely exclusively on statistical
or ‘objective’ data. Instead, most
democracy-rating projects analyse
data produced by experts who
evaluate one or more indicators of
democracy on the basis of predefined
coding schemes and codebooks
(‘expert-coded data’). It has long
been acknowledged that this type of
‘quasi-objective’ data is potentially
vulnerable to individual coder biases.
But in 2024, Andrew Little and Anne
Meng raised the important question of
how much of the diagnosed worldwide
democratic backsliding is ‘objectively’
observable and how much of it is due
to the ‘subjective’ and possibly biased
perceptions of the scholars surveyed.

Though expert-coded data is
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certainly not perfect, there have

been various attempts to improve

the quality of the data generation
process, with ‘high-quality measures
[coming] from producers who attempt
to minimise biases’ (McMann et

al,, 2022), reducing the impact of
individual expert bias. There is also

an extensive literature on data quality
assessments. Last but not least, expert-
coded data presents scholars with
information on important features

of democracy for which statistical
data, like election statistics, is
notoriously unreliable in the context of
authoritarian regimes.

Another important question,
distinct from the methodological
debate about the reliability of
expert data, concerns the validity
of conclusions inferred from the
analysis of this kind of quasi-
objective data. Given the policy
relevance of the data itself, scholars
have warned against conclusions or
policy recommendations that are too
far-reaching, tentative or based on
debatable operationalisations and
weightings of individual indicators.

GAINST this backdrop, a

comparative assessment of the
data from prominent democracy
indices results in a contradictory
finding. The total number of
democracies and their share of all
countries worldwide is still close to its
historic high in 2024. But if democratic
backsliding is measured by the decline
of democratic qualities of political
regimes across the globe, the last
two decades have seen a steady and
noticeable erosion of democracy—
globally, regionally and often also
nationally.

East Asia is not immune to

the imposition of illiberal and
authoritarian threats to democracy.
Internally, political systems in the

region face debilitating challenges,
including political polarisation, the
rapid political mobilisation of new and
diverse political demands and societal
conflicts and, in some places, also the
political resurgence of the military.
Externally, China has become a major
source of ideational and material
support for hardening autocracies as
well as illiberal democracies.

The extent of democratic
backsliding varies from country
to country. In Thailand and the
Philippines, democracy was subjected
to full autocratic reversals. The list of
backsliding democracies also includes
South Korea, Indonesia and Mongolia,
whereas electoral autocracies such as
Cambodia, Hong Kong and Myanmar,
also registered a repressive hardening
over the last decade.

Despite these setbacks, gains for
democracy in the region have often
proven remarkably resilient. On
average, the region is still much more
democratic today than during the
Cold War. Democracies such as Japan,
Taiwan and Timor-Leste have also
successfully resisted any substantial
democratic backsliding—they provide
powerful lessons on democratic
resilience. In Mongolia, Indonesia and
South Korea, democracies regressed
but were able to avoid breakdown.
Examining these cases can help us
understand why or how democracies
can avoid the slippery slope from
democratic erosion to democratic
breakdown.

Even in countries where electoral
democracy vanished, like the
Philippines and Thailand, legacies
of democratic practices, political
freedoms and civil liberties are still
alive. In one surprising turn, after
61 years of hegemonic party rule,
Malaysia had its first peaceful transfer
of power in 2018, followed by the
transition to electoral democracy in

Democracies such as
Japan, Taiwan and
Timor-Leste have also
successfully resisted
any substantial
democratic
backsliding—they
provide powerful
lessons on

democratic resilience

the early 2020s.

While democratic backsliding in
East Asia is real, it does not indicate
an end to democracy in the region.
Understanding why some democracies
are resilient against the onset of
democratic erosion, whereas others
regress but bounce back or oscillate
between different stages of political
volatility and fragility, requires
empirical analysis. Analysis must go
beyond merely describing region-
wide statistics or identifying regional
particularities of broader global
trends. Such studies must focus not
solely on the conditions and modes
of democratic backsliding but also on
the sources, mechanisms and forms of
democratic resilience.

Aurel Croissant is Professor of Political
Science at the Institute of Political
Science, Ruprecht-Karls-University,
Heidelberg.
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AUTHORITARIAN AMBITIONS

PICTURE: SONDEEP SHANKAR / PACIFIC PRESS / SIPA USA

‘

Workers from the Hindu nationalist Bharatiya Janata Party celebrate after the government's oath-taking at Ramila Maidan, New Delhi (February 2025).

The status and prospects for
democracy in Asia

LARRY DIAMOND

INCE the early 2000s, the world ~ freedom, constitutionalism and wild cards which, as the 2024

has been in a protracted and competitiveness so ‘semi-democracy’ youth revolution in Bangladesh
deepening democratic recession— or ‘competitive authoritarianism’ seem  demonstrated, should never be
and so has Asia. The status of many more fitting. discarded.
of the region’s multiparty regimes The region’s authoritarian regimes Japan and Taiwan are the only two
is ambiguous and contested. have also remained such—or become  democracies in the region that have
Superficially, nearly half of Asia’s more so. With China’s power and become (according to Freedom House
25 states could claim to be electoral ambition surging and the United scores for the calendar year 2024)
democracies. But many of these States’ retreating, the outlook is deeper and more liberal democracies
suffer serious constraints on political dispiriting. Yet there are potential since the early 2000s. But even they
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have caveats. Japan retains high levels
of freedom and rule of law but little
party alternation in power. This may
explain its relative lack of partisan
polarisation.

By contrast, polarisation is intense
and damaging to liberal democracy
in Taiwan as well as South Korea.
Taiwan’s democracy has deepened
over the last decade with its
remarkable levels of societal freedom,
political pluralism and strong rule of
law. But the political deadlock between
parliament and president as well as
China’s relentless efforts at penetration
cast long and threatening shadows
over the future.

South Korea’s democracy is
vigorous but less liberal, as evidenced
by former conservative president Yoon
Suk Yeol’s 2024 attempt to dismiss
the parliament and impose martial
law to break a partisan deadlock. The
impeachment and removal of a second
South Korean president in less than
a decade may be a sign of democratic
resilience. But it also reveals the
weakness of democratic norms and
the existential nature of the polarised
political struggle.

For Freedom House, Mongolia is a
liberal democracy. For the Economist
Democracy Index, it is a ‘flawed’
democracy. And for the Varieties of

Democracy in Asia is
down but not out.

It faces challenges
even where it is
relatively liberal and

strong

Democracy (V-Dem) project, it is an
electoral autocracy. Some detect a
weakening presidential commitment
to constitutionalism and heavy-handed
use of power by the ruling party. Yet
electoral reforms in 2023 diminished
the scope for drift to single-party
dominance. Democracy is part of
Mongolia’s national identity and a
means to assert independence from its
neighbours, Russia and China.

Having won in 2024 a third five-
year term by a diminished margin,
Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi
and his Hindu chauvinist party, the
Bharatiya Janata Party, could have
lightened up on the weaponisation
of state power. But intimidation and
religious and political hegemony
continue to define their political
agenda. The autonomy of the judiciary,
civil service and security structures
is also suffering. This is a classic case
of authoritarian populism dragging a
vibrant democracy towards electoral
autocracy. Absent a revived and
unified opposition, it is difficult to
see what big factor will arrest India’s
democratic backsliding.

Indonesia and the Philippines
have also declined in democracy.

The Philippines’ erosion owed heavily
to the charismatic populist ruler,
Rodrigo Duterte, who has been sent
to stand trial in the Hague for crimes
against humanity. In Indonesia,
under Joko Widodo’s two-term
presidency, corruption, money
politics and political intrigue have
degraded political competition and
accountability to the point where
both Freedom House and V-Dem
consider it an electoral autocracy.
Things will only worsen under the
presidency of the retired army general
Prabowo Subianto who is the
son-in-law of former president Suharto,
a ruler with a dubious human rights
record.

Superficially, nearly
half of Asia’'s 25
states could claim

to be electoral
democracies. But
many of these suffer
serious constraints
on political freedom,
constitutionalism and

competitiveness ...

OME smaller Asian countries

have scored democratic gains in
recent years. Sri Lanka has swung back
and forth between democracy and the
Rajapaksa clan’s corrupt, personalistic
despotism. But the unlikely victory
of a former leftist outsider and now
President Anura Kumara Dissanayake
in the September 2024 presidential
election—the first ever for a third-
party candidate—has revived
democratic hopes.

Despite endemic corruption and
strong communist parties, democratic
rights and processes have gradually
strengthened in Nepal over the past
two decades, with its Freedom House
score improving from 28 in 2005 to
62 in 2024. Largely by royal initiative,
Bhutan has emerged as a peaceful
electoral democracy over the past
decade. Timor-Leste has managed to
sustain and strengthen democracy
through several elections.

Competitive elections brought
Malaysia’s former democratic
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opposition leader to power in 2022.
While ratings agencies disagree

on whether it is now an electoral
democracy, its system is more open
and competitive than under over
half a century of Barisan Nasional
dominance.

In Bangladesh, a student-led
revolution toppled the authoritarian
regime of Sheikh Hasina in August
2024 after over 15 years of ruthless and
venal rule. The interim government
has been weak, squeezed between
a broken and dysfunctional state
apparatus and a resurgent Islamist
movement. But at least the country
has a chance to get democracy right
this time.

Sadly, Asia’s autocracies show little
sign of exiting. The best prospect may
be Thailand, where a tacit alliance
between the military, monarchy
and co-opted parties has once again
thwarted voters” will. But with popular
opposition leader and election winner
Pita Limjaroenrat disqualified and

exiled and the establishment willing
to sacrifice economic dynamism for
political hegemony, Thai politics is in
stagnation. Pakistan is worse off, with
the military more nakedly dominant,
corrupt and abusive as the country’s
de facto ruler. Among the region’s
authoritarian pseudo-democracies,
Singapore at least offers continued
effective and relatively non-corrupt
governance.

Elsewhere, autocracy is entrenched.

China, Vietnam, Laos, Cambodia and
North Korea are under extremely
authoritarian ruling parties. The
embers of political competition and
civic space have been removed in
Cambodia, and space for even slightly
independent media, organisations and
ideas has closed in China under Xi
Jinping. Vietnam’s Communist Party
has also battened down the hatches
of civic and intellectual pluralism.
The only authoritarian regime on

the defensive is that of Myanmar’s
military, whose selfish, brutal 2021

analysts or our weekly digest that includes our
editorial and a collection of recent articles in brief.

EASTASIAFORUM

coup transformed a series of ethnic
insurgencies into a civil war in which
the military is faring badly.

Democracy in Asia is down but not
out. It faces challenges even where
it is relatively liberal and strong. In
most countries, it is weak, contested,
retreating or non-existent.

The hopeful news is that ideas of
popular sovereignty and accountability,
according to the Asian Barometer
Survey, enjoy substantial support
outside the entrenched one-party states
where it is methodologically difficult
to measure. The region’s autocrats will
no doubt bear in mind the lesson of
Sheikh Hasina’s sudden hard fall—her
imperious rule looked stable for a long
time, until it wasn’t.

Larry Diamond is Senior Fellow at
Hoover Institution and Mosbacher
Senior Fellow in Global Democracy
at Freeman Spogli Institute for
International Studies, Stanford
University.

CONNECT WITH THE WORLD'S
TOP ASIA ANALYSTS
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TRUTH ON MUTE

Bots, buzzers and Al-driven
campaigning distort democracy

NETINA TAN AND AIDEN MCILVANEY

S UP to 64.3 per cent of
Southeast Asians actively use
social media, both small and large
political parties are increasingly
turning to online platforms to raise
their public profiles and garner votes.
But campaigning on social media
has also opened a pandora’s box
of problems that threaten regional
electoral integrity. The risks can
be best mitigated through a multi-
stakeholder approach.

Candidates, political parties and
voters have benefited from enhanced
political communication and citizen-
led campaigning through social media
engagement in Southeast Asia. But
online disinformation—intentionally
disseminating false information—
plays an increasingly greater role in
elections.

Disinformation is difficult to fact-
check in short campaigns, enabling
malicious state and non-state actors to
influence elections and public opinion.
Freedom House found electoral
disruption in 24 countries in 2020. In
2019, the Oxford Internet Institute
reported state-sponsored online
harassment of activists and opposition
members in 47 out of 70 countries
surveyed, including the use of
unlawfully gathered personal data. As
the Cambridge Analytica data scandal
showed, improperly obtained personal
data can be used for micro-targeting
which is exacerbated by artificial bot
campaigns.

Social media manipulation is a

well-organised industry in Southeast
Asia. Public relations and digital
consultancy firms offer digital
campaign manipulation services

to paying political clients. These
companies engage in targeted
campaigns using ‘buzzers’—bots,
celebrity influencers, cyber-troopers
and cyber-trolls to generate ‘buzz’
around candidates and undermine

opposition through historical
revisionism, hate speech, personal
abuse, memes and parody accounts
online.

Thousands of bots flooded Twitter
with anti-opposition messages in
Malaysia’s 2018 general election.
During Indonesia’s 2019 general
election, both Joko Widodo and
Prabowo Subianto’s campaigns

PICTURE: REUTERS / DADO RUVIC / ILLUSTRATION

A woman looking at a smartphone is pictured in front of a display social media logos.
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... legal tools may be
misused for partisan
gains and repression
of democratic

participation

employed teams of ‘buzzers’ to spread

fake news and undermine each other.
In the Philippines, former president

Rodrigo Duterte’s 2016 campaign

saw the rise of a consultancy industry

for online public relations, where an

organised disinformation campaign

was used to ridicule the opposition.
Influencers with small but loyal
follower bases were hired by parties
and candidates to insert political
content into their non-political posts
on social media. In the Philippines’
2022 presidential election, falsehoods
disseminated through live streams
were nearly impossible to fact-check in
a timely way.

Disinformation is exacerbated
by artificial intelligence (AI) tools
enabling anyone to create lifelike
images and videos known as
deepfakes. Indonesian political
campaigns hire creators to use text-
to-art tools such as Midjourney and
Pika Labs to cause confusion and sow
mistrust. In the 2024 presidential
election, the Prabowo campaign

el 3

People walk past a billboard featuring Al generated images to promote Indonesia's then defence minister and presidential candidate Prabowo Subianto and his

running mate Gibran Rakabuming Raka (January 2024).

used Al to generate wholesome and
chubby-cheeked avatar images of the
candidate to ameliorate the former
general’s poor record on human rights.
Prabowo’s Al image was emblazoned
on billboards, sweatshirts, stickers and
featured on ‘#Prabowo’-tagged posts,
receiving 19 billion views on TikTok.
Other Al innovations include the
creation of PrabowoGibran.ai—an
Al image-generation platform for
voters to insert themselves in photos
of activities like hikes or safaris with
Prabowo, enabling his roughly 15,000
online volunteers to track online
sentiment and engage with voters.
Al-powered disinformation tools
and bots raise concerns about ethics
and fairness. Online content is
uniquely difficult to identify, fact-

PICTURE: REUTERS / WILLY KURNIAWAN
1.0 r -
¥y | mEmis
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check and deter. Encrypted messaging
platforms place further limits on

the detection of viral falsehoods.
Governments and digital platforms
are usually unable to fact-check
quickly enough during short campaign
periods to prosecute perpetrators and
minimise harm.

Effective fact-checking of
these coordinated campaigns also
depends on the jurisdiction, nature
of and people involved with the
disinformation. Though some Al
content that has been uniformly
shared by bots thousands of times can
be detected and refuted, other cases
present more difficult challenges.
Outdated regulations exploited by
transnational media and data analytics
companies complicate tracking
malicious internet users.

Southeast Asian governments have
responded by devising legislation to
compel data protection, promote user
privacy and content moderation from
individuals and platforms. Electoral
governance frameworks limiting
Al-generated political content exist
in several Asian countries. Deepfakes
are not allowed in the Philippines but
Al-generated content is permissible if
disclosed. In Thailand, the Computer-
Related Crime Act empowers the
government to sanction anyone for
disseminating false information.

Yet arbitrarily worded laws
can be misused to suppress
opposition and dissent. In Thailand,
opposition politician Thanathorn
Juangroongruangkit was indicted
under the country’s Lése-majesté and
Computer Crime Act after criticising
the government’s COVID-19 vaccine
program during a Facebook Live
stream. In Singapore, the Protection
from Online Falsehoods and
Manipulation Act has been used by
the government against journalists and
opposition party members supposedly

to correct negative media stories.

Such cases show how legal tools may
be misused for partisan gains and
repression of democratic participation.

ocial media rules monitor,

fact-check and remove harmful
content but they vary across platforms
and may be arbitrarily changed. Soon
after acquiring Twitter in 2022, Elon
Musk reversed the platform’s ban on
political advertising.

Western-based platforms do not
have the infrastructure to monitor
harmful content produced in many
of Southeast Asia’s diverse languages.
TikTok hired Burmese-language
moderators only after the military
was found to sponsor hate speech on
its platform. X—formerly Twitter—
has turned to Community Notes to
crowdsource content moderation.
Although Community Notes can
increase trust in fact-checking, it does
not deter serial fabricators.

The rapid spread of false
information, Al-driven online
manipulation, coordinated bots and
third-party manipulators undermines
confidence in electoral institutions
and processes. The sophistication of
Al tools makes it hard to track the
creators and sources of malicious
deepfakes. Legislation and self-
regulation by digital platforms have
proved insufficient to address the
varied forms of fast-evolving threats
on social media. Active and inclusive
engagement between governments,
social media platforms, voters, election
management bodies, fact-checking
organisations and civil society is the
best way forward.

Governments and electoral
management bodies should engage
with tech firms to develop codes of
conduct and best practices based
on international standards. Despite
‘starting’ to end partnerships with

Online content is
uniquely difficult to
identify, fact-check
and deter. Encrypted
messaging platforms
place further limits
on the detection of

viral falsehoods

third-party fact-checking organisations
in the United States, Meta maintains
its government-approved systems in
Taiwan and the Philippines. ASEAN
has also engaged stakeholders to
combat disinformation through digital
literacy.

Robust transnational linkages avoid
duplicating fact-checking efforts and
help develop codes of conduct beyond
a particular country or platform.
Public and private stakeholders need
to collaborate, enhance ICT capacities
and develop media-literacy skills
to enable effective and coordinated
debunking of online disinformation.
Only internationally collaborative
efforts will help strengthen electoral
integrity in the era of digital
campaigning.

Netina Tan is University Scholar and
Associate Professor in the Department
of Political Science, McMaster
University, Canada.

Aiden Mcllvaney is Research Assistant
and Student in the Department of
Political Science, McMaster University,
Canada.
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LIBERALISM UNDER SIEGE

'Asian values' remain the
go-to defence of
illiberalism

MARK R THOMPSON

HOUGH often declared dead, the

discourse around ‘Asian values’
has had many lives. Authoritarian
regimes have deployed culturalist
arguments against liberal democracy
since the 1990s, revealing continuities
in the fight against liberalism in the
region at a time when Western right-
wing populists are showing increasing

Commonly
misunderstood as
being about Asia,
the Asian values
discourse was
from its beginnings
in the early

1990s employed
to delegitimise
domestic liberal

opposition

interest in these ideas.

In the—seemingly distant—early
post-Cold War era, authoritarian
leaders and government-linked
intellectuals in Singapore and Malaysia
provoked a global discussion on Asian
values. They contrasted the supposed
defects of “Western’ individualism and
liberal democracy with the virtues of
‘Asian’ communitarianism and illiberal
but meritocratic rule. Singapore
and Malaysia used this culturalist
defence of illiberalism at a time when
a triumphalist United States and
Western Europe were pressuring
countries in Asia and elsewhere
to democratise and democracy
movements in the region were on the
rise.

Southeast Asian countries’
rapid development also defied the
supposedly ‘iron law’ of modernisation
theory, which claims that rising wealth
leads to greater political openness.
While Malaysia began a democratic
transition after an opposition alliance
won the 2018 general elections, the
country has since backslid, with
a renewed crackdown on media
freedoms. Meanwhile, Singapore’s
ruling People’s Action Party continues
to disavow liberalism, promising good
governance in its stead.

Parallel narratives of Western

liberalism as culturally alien to Asia
often went unnoticed. These included
President Suharto’s authoritarian
‘Pancasila democracy’ in Indonesia,
the military junta’s invocation of
Buddhist nationalism in Myanmar
and Philippine dictator Ferdinand E
Marcos, Sr’s illiberal Tadhana (fate)
project. This explains why the region’s
liberals have often felt the need to
‘vernacularise’ democratic demands
in religious terms while denouncing
the myth of Asia’s anti-democratic
values—civil Islam’ in Indonesia,
‘Buddhist democracy’ in Myanmar or
the ‘divine miracle’ of ‘people power’ in
the Philippines.

Anti-liberal culturalism appeared
to wither after the 1997-98 Asian
Financial Crisis as so-called Asian
values came to be associated with
corruption and cronyism, not rapid
growth and social harmony. Economic
crisis seemed to be a particularly
effective form of ideological critique.

But a subsequent wave of
autocratisation in Southeast Asia has
been accompanied by a revival of
anti-liberal culturalism. After several
rounds of debate over which political
values are most appropriate in an
‘Asian context, some recurring themes
are apparent—the cultural alienness of
liberalism, an emphasis on economic
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development over democracy and
the welfare of the community over
individual rights.

In Thailand, the military regime
returned to familiar arguments of
‘“Thai-style democracy’ with the King
as head of state after the 2014 coup.

In Cambodia, the government

friendlier to autocratic governments;
sovereignty will come at the expense of
individual liberties ... '

A key premise in an Asian values-
style discourse is cultural relativism.
Norms proposed as universal,
particularly related to human rights,
are, upon closer examination, actually

democracy is said to be a Western
regime form involving unbridled
freedom and selfish individualism.

Yet the real issue is not Asia versus
the West, but rather illiberal versus
liberal modernity.

Conservative ideologues in 19th
century Imperial Germany attempted

to demonstrate that authoritarianism
could go hand-in-hand with an
advanced form of modern living by
pointing to Germany’s communitarian
Kultur as opposed to French claims
about a rights-based universal

justified the severe limits placed

on civil liberties by claiming that
opposition activities endangered
economic growth, using an argument
which, according to political scientist
Alvin Lim, ‘echoes the long-standing
Asian values debate’

In the Philippines, former president
Rodrigo Duterte, who was extradited
to the International Criminal Court for
crimes against humanity on 11 March
2025, had earlier defied international
criticism of the massive human rights
violations involving his ‘war on drugs.
His administration rejected a UN
request to investigate the killings—
which Duterte claimed were necessary
to safeguard ordinary people’s
safety amid a supposed drug-fuelled
crime spree—as seeking to impose
inappropriate ‘liberal Western values’
on the country.

Western in origin and applicability.
Asia is radically divergent from

the West because of its distinct
historical and cultural background.
What is commonly proclaimed as
the universalist character of liberal

PICTURE: REUTERS / ANDY WONG / POOL BM / RCS

ERHAPS the most important
revival of culturalist critiques
of liberalism in the region is China’s
2023 Global Civilization Initiative.
With its call for ‘the respect for
the diversity of civilisations, the
common values of humanity [and]
the importance of inheritance and
innovation of civilisations; it is said
to be China’s answer to the so-called
‘clash of civilisations’ For critics like
Michael Schuman, Johnathon Fulton
and Turia Gering it is seen as a further
‘effort by Beijing to eliminate universal
values in areas such as human rights
and democracy’ As they write: ‘In
this future, China will be in the lead,
and the international system will be

Former Malaysian prime minister Mahathir Mohamad and Singapore’s late senior minister Lee Kuan Yew
meet at Putrajaya to discuss a series of long-running disputes between their countries (September 2001).
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civilisation.

After studying various Western
political systems, the Meiji Japanese
reformers chose to model their
political system and ideological
rejection of Western liberalism on
Imperial Germany. In the interwar
period, the controversial Kyoto School
philosophers claimed modernity could
be ‘overcome’ by a reliance on Asian
cultural values. Japan was a model for
many authoritarian developmentalist
regimes in Northeast and Southeast
Asia. Then South Korean president
Park Chung-hee had served in
the Japanese military, Malaysian
prime minister Mahathir Mohamad
coined the ‘Look East’ slogan and
Singaporean prime minister Lee Kuan
Yew launched the ‘Learn from Japan’
campaign.

Asian values-style reactionary
culturalism has now gained influential
supporters in the West. US President
Donald Trump’s MAGA movement
has found much to admire in Viktor
Orban’s Hungary and Vladimir Putin’s
Russia. As one correspondent for The
Economist suggests, it follows the
argument that ‘liberalism has gone
bad, that ideas of the enlightenment
like individualism, universalism, etc.
are inherently wrong, and they lead
to wokeness [with] identity politics
[being] the natural end state of
liberalism’

Trump whisperer Steve Bannon
has insisted that ‘the United States
and Russia are both Christian and
nationalist in their essence, which
‘is a prelude to a new Republican
conception of American identity based

REDEFINING DEMOCRATIC LEGITIMACY

on rootedness and peoplehood rather
than personal liberty and free markets.
Commonly misunderstood as being
about Asia, the Asian values discourse
was from its beginnings in the early
1990s employed to delegitimise
domestic liberal opposition and to
fend off external democratisation
pressures. It did not contribute to, or
even take cognisance of, a long-running
‘Asianisms’ discussion about common
values in the region. It has instead
offered an essentialised culturalist
justification for illiberalism, which has
recently resonated among Western
right-wing populists as well.

Mark R Thompson is Chair Professor

in the Department of Public and
International Affairs, City University of
Hong Kong.

Beyond the liberal model in
East and Southeast Asia

DIEGO FOSSATI

INCE the 2000s, scholars have
been increasingly interested
in how ordinary citizens define
and interpret democracy. Unlike in
the West, where democratisation
and economic development have
often advanced in tandem, many
Asian countries experienced late
industrialisation under authoritarian
rule. Economic growth was prioritised
above all else, often at the expense of
post-material values and the individual

rights associated with liberal
democracy.

In newly industrialising states,
the middle classes did not develop
a strong ideological commitment to
democracy, instead favouring stability
and continued economic expansion.
In many cases, informal political
participation has also remained
weaker than in Western democracies
because of the historical repression
of working-class movements, leftist

parties and progressive civil society
actors.

These historical trajectories
continue to shape contemporary
popular understandings of democracy
in East and Southeast Asia, as
evidenced by regional research
surveys. When pushed to prioritise
a specific aspect of democracy,
many citizens choose ‘substantive’ or
‘egalitarian’ conceptions—associating
democracy with ensuring order,
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PICTURE: REUTERS / AJENG DINAR ULFIANA

Indonesian Muslim women take part in evening mass prayers on the first night of Ramadan at the Grand Mosque of Istiglal in Jakarta (February 2025).

fostering economic development,
reducing inequality and providing
broad-based social services—over
‘procedural’ or ‘liberal’ definitions that
emphasise individual freedoms and
institutional checks and balances.
These findings require careful
interpretation. The predominance
of substantive understandings of
democracy does not necessarily
indicate a lack of awareness or
appreciation of liberal democratic
values in the region. On the contrary,
my research with Ferran Martinez
i Coma for our book The meaning
of democracy in Southeast Asia ...

shows that in Indonesia, Malaysia, the
Philippines, Singapore and Thailand,
public conceptions of democracy
in the region are complex, blending
electoral, substantive and liberal
elements. Rather than adhering to a
singular definition, most respondents
in these countries view democracy
as a multidimensional ideal—one
that encompasses multiple, equally
desirable goals that coexist yet remain
in tension and, at times, in partial
contradiction.

This complexity suggests that while
liberal democratic principles may not
always be the primary lens through

which democracy is understood,
they remain a significant part of the
democratic imagination in the region.
The extent to which East and
Southeast Asia constitute a uniquely
distinct region in terms of democratic
conceptions is also questionable.
A crucial factor is the considerable
heterogeneity within each society.
Conceptions of democracy vary
sharply along different social
cleavages—ethnic groups in Malaysia,
ideological factions in Indonesia,
generational cohorts in Thailand and
partisan affiliations in South Korea,
among others. These differences are
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The key challenge
for the region is to
uphold democratic
legitimacy by
delivering effective
policy outcomes in
increasingly diverse
and polarised

societies

not superficial or transient—they
reflect deep-seated divergences in
values that shape political behaviour
and contestation.

In this respect, these countries
resemble many Western democracies,
where divisions in democratic
understandings similarly map onto
broader social and political fault lines.
This underscores the need to move
beyond broad generalisations that
negate such diversity.

A concerning aspect of popular
democratic attitudes in the region,
however, is the simultaneous
endorsement of democracy and certain
authoritarian alternatives. Data from
the 2017-22 World Values Survey
reveals that a significant proportion of
self-identified democracy supporters
also express openness to a system with
a ‘strong leader who does not have to
bother with parliament and elections’

This contradiction is particularly
pronounced in Thailand (92 per cent),
Mongolia (79 per cent), the Philippines
(77 per cent), Malaysia (74 per cent)
and South Korea (71 per cent), but

is significantly less prevalent in
Singapore (29 per cent) and Japan (29
per cent). These findings suggest that
support for democracy in the region is
often conditional, with many citizens
prioritising effective leadership and
governance over strict adherence to
democratic principles.

ET it would be misleading to

treat the prevalence of such
‘instrumental’ understandings of
democracy as a uniquely Asian
phenomenon. Research on the subject
has demonstrated a strong link
between policy outcomes—such as
economic growth, low crime rates and
effective public goods provision—and
democratic support across diverse
contexts.

While conventional wisdom held
that performance only influenced
short-term attitudes, such as
satisfaction with democracy, more
recent studies suggest that deeper,
more ‘diffuse’ support for democratic
principles can erode when democratic
institutions fail to deliver. The
implications for democratic legitimacy,
in Asia as elsewhere, are clear—to
sustain public trust and remain
resilient, democracies must produce
tangible policy benefits that meet
citizens’ expectations.

The challenge for democracy in East
and Southeast Asia is not a question
of becoming more liberal. Efforts to
impose allegedly universal liberal
Western values in societies where a
significant portion of the population
does not fully embrace them may be
counterproductive. While further
economic modernisation may
contribute to gradual liberalisation of
political attitudes, the extent of such
change is uncertain. Political values
are deeply entrenched, and recent
global trends suggest that even wealthy
societies are not immune to illiberal

shifts.

The model of liberal democracy
that prevailed in the latter half of the
20th century is not a universal ideal
but an historically contingent system
whose legitimacy is increasingly
debated even in the West. Given
this reality, there is little reason to
expect that Asian democracies will
simply follow the same trajectory. Nor
can we assess them by how closely
they align with this specific model.
The universalisation of the Western
‘liberal script’ in political science risks
overlooking, misrepresenting or even
delegitimising alternative normative
trajectories that have emerged in non-
Western contexts.

The key challenge for the region
is to uphold democratic legitimacy
by delivering effective policy
outcomes in increasingly diverse
and polarised societies. This is not
unique to East and Southeast Asia
but reflects broader struggles faced by
democracies worldwide.

The stakes are particularly high in a
region where democratic institutions
sometimes lack deep historical
roots and must contend with strong
authoritarian legacies. Ensuring
democracy’s resilience will require
not only institutional safeguards but
also political leadership capable of
balancing competing, and at times
contrasting, demands for stability,
economic growth and political
inclusion.

Diego Fossati is Associate Professor
of Public and International Affairs at
the City University of Hong Kong. He
is co-author with Ferran Martinez i
Coma of The Meaning of Democracy
in Southeast Asia: Liberalism,
Egalitarianism and Participation
(Cambridge University Press, 2023).
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PICTURE: SPUTNIK / MIKHAIL METZEL / POOL VIA REUTERS

Chinese President Xi Jinping and Russian President Vladimir Putin meet following their talks in Moscow (8 May 2025).

Navigating a world of
revisionist powers

EVELYN GOH

E ARE living in a world with

three leading great powers—all
with explicitly revisionist aims when
it comes to the international ‘rules-
based order. For those accustomed to
thinking about global order as being
centred on great powers, this is the
most significant alteration to that
order since the end of the Cold War.

Since its formation from the

ruins of the Soviet Union, Russia has

invaded its neighbours and taken
territory and populations by force in
Chechnya, Georgia and Ukraine. Since
1950, the United States and its allies
have worried about China’s stated
imperative to reunify Taiwan—by
force if necessary—and consternation
about Beijing’s assertion of its
maritime territorial claims rose to
fever pitch during the past decade.

In 2025, the United States under the

second Donald Trump presidency

has announced an agenda to ‘take’
Greenland, a self-governing Danish
territory, and to annex Canada, setting
out strategic, economic and security
reasons for each.

These revisionist powers do not play
by agreed rules. China has been widely
castigated in the West for industrial
espionage, intellectual property theft,
fraud and foreign interference. Russia
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is a world-leading source of cyber
warfare and cybercrime, including
sabotage of public institutions and
infrastructure in Europe. In 2025, the
United States has reneged on legal
trade agreements with neighbours,
allies and other partners. By inflicting
unpredictable tariffs across the board
by executive fiat, Trump has launched
a world war on the (admittedly ailing)
open trading system.

Russia harbours a deeply
problematic human rights record,
with the ruling regime assassinating
political opponents and their families
in other countries and criminal
networks working in tandem with state
agencies. China’s myriad domestic

human rights violations are equally
well publicised, along with accusations
of it abetting authoritarianism in other
countries with loans and investment.
In 2025, the Trump administration is
carrying out illegal deportations of US
residents and imposing requirements
on government personnel, students
and foreign recipients of US funding
to swear allegiance to Trump and
his agendas—ranging from the
enforcement of binary gender
categories to agreement with the claim
that the 2020 elections were stolen.
This discombobulating situation
compels us to develop frameworks
that can catch up with a world order
which has been in dynamic transition
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for some time.
The master binary—that there
is a status quo international order
(upheld by the ‘good guys’) facing off
revisionist challengers (the ‘bad guys’)
who want to replace it with something
else—was a dubious simplification to
begin with. It is now patently dead.
A supermajority of revisionist
great powers creates a bigger problem
beyond the details of the norms each
power breaks or wants to overthrow
and replace. It generates a systemic
dynamic that favours positive feedback
loops—each revisionist action or actor
can potentially trigger widening circles
of revisionism, changing different
parts of the international order.

PICTURE: REUTERS / CARLOS BARRIA

US President Donald Trump announces tariff increases alongside US Secretary of Commerce Howard Lutnick at the White House (Washington D.C., 2 April 2025).
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This ‘all-systems change’ condition
helps to force open headspace—and
hopefully policy or institutional
space—to re-think some fundamental
categories and assumptions. For
example, must international order be
equated with great powers? Through
theoretical bias and instinctive
inclination, we tend to think that
superior power generates ordering
privileges. There is a cottage industry
of ‘middle power’ claims and agendas
and growing calls to pay attention to
‘the rest’ of the world. Yet much of
these discourses remain grounded
in the presumption that the broad
parameters of international order
are created and contested by great
powers. Middle powers are supposed
to exercise their ‘swing votes’ more
consciously while the periphery is in
possession of alternative ideas that
may not have any effect on the core.

Now that we face three great
powers that are all revisionist, the
imperative to consider power and
order more separately should be
obvious. The norms that we imagine
as underpinning world order no longer
necessarily tack onto the number,
identity or preferences of the great
powers in the system. How then, can
non-great powers promote and sustain
the norms and functional coordination
underlying international order?

HIS leads us to another question:

must great powers necessarily
be order providers, with others being
reactionary order takers? Especially
from case studies of the United
Kingdom and United States, we are
accustomed to the idea of great powers
providing order through public goods
provision in the security and economic
realms. Some followers also prefer
ideological affinity with a particular
great power.

Yet the great puzzle of the United

States as global power after 1945 has
been the sustained nature of its public
goods provision, despite the evident
contradictions and costs. Washington
has provided vital security such as its
nuclear umbrella, maritime supremacy
and economic public goods like its
reserve currency. But all this is costly
and requires frequent, awkward
domestic adjustments—even if
hegemony reaps its own benefits.

In radically revising terms of trade,
Trump follows a long line of US
leaders since 1945 struggling with
the Triffin dilemma—the provider
of the international reserve currency
cannot sustain currency convertibility
alongside control over domestic
currency valuation and trade balances.
Earlier notable interventions include
president Richard Nixon’s 1971 ‘shock’
end to US dollar-to-gold convertibility
that killed the postwar Bretton
Woods system and, in 1985, the Plaza
Accord that president Ronald Reagan’s
administration used to devalue the
US dollar against allied currencies—
especially Japan’s. These leaders
wielded monetary instruments to
control inflation and improve current
account deficits. Trump is now using
the blunter instruments of raising
tariffs and cutting foreign aid, with the
seeming aim of improving US export
access and competitiveness.

The Trump tariffs ring the death
knell of the low- or no-tariff global
trading system. This system has
been marked by piecemeal deals and
‘plurilaterals’ like the Comprehensive
and Progressive Agreement for Trans-
Pacific Partnership and the Regional
Comprehensive Economic Partnership
after the collapse of the Doha Round
in 2015. The harsh reality is that while
there is widespread adherence to the
notion of open trade, there has not
been a global open trade deal since
at least 2001 when the WTO's Doha

The master binary—
that there is a status
quo international
order (upheld by
the ‘good guys’)
facing off revisionist
challengers (the
‘bad guys') who
want to replace it
with something
else-was a dubious
simplification to
begin with. It is now

patently dead

negotiations began. Trump’s giant
shove is likely to stimulate economic
initiatives among ‘the rest’ excluding
the United States.

Another consequence of the current
trade war is likely to be a decisive
movement towards an international
reserve currency along the lines
suggested originally by John Maynard
Keynes in the 1940s with the Bancor
and advocated again after the 2008—09
global financial crisis. The prospect of
a diverse basket of reserve currencies
such as those in the IMF’s Special
Drawing Rights now seems more
attractive given US unreliability and
aggressive revisionism.

If such serious doubts are sustained,
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the ultimate decoupling may turn
out to be between the United States
and the rest of the world, not just the
United States and China.

OVING back to the bigger
picture, just what can multiple
revisionist powers get up to?

Our recent prevalent mental
models point to a world with either
one hegemon or two rivalrous great
powers. But today’s world of three
revisionist great powers will be
more complicated. One important
possibility is that the three revisionist
powers can pursue individual gains
through collective action. They do not
necessarily have to fight each other—
they can piggyback on each other’s
revisionist agendas. They can strike
bargains to carve up and jointly run
the world.

Russian President Vladimir Putin’s
overture of a ‘new era of cooperation’
with the United States has already
been interpreted by some as the
precursor of a ‘new Yalta Agreement’
again splitting spheres of influence,
with the settlement of the Ukraine war
being just one component of a bigger
deal with Trump.

A revisionist regime in Washington
also presents a ripe opportunity to
think equally unpalatable thoughts
about a new US—China economic-
security bargain, of which Taiwan is
just one component.

This relates to the next question: are
all revisionist great powers the same?

There are revisionists, and then
there are revisionists. Instead of the
‘good guys’ preserving the status quo
versus the ‘bad guys’ wanting to revise
the natural order of things, ours is now
a world where all the leading powers
explicitly want to change the rules.

The rest of us are forced to ask who
wants to revise what, how much, and
how costly and risky is it?

We will be making strategy and
policy on a calculus of relative
revisionism, with few one-size-fits-all
mental maps. Would key Southeast
Asian countries place the same value
on ceding atolls in the South China
Sea to China as European states would
place upon losing Ukraine to Russia or
Greenland to the United States? What
would be the effects of piecemeal
and beggar-thy-neighbour economic
policies by the United States and
others granted relatively lower tariffs
on the global economic order?

Transglobal technologies will
continue to break borders but
geography may reassert itself too. For
example, a more self-centred United
States is much less likely to conduct
military campaigns on the other
side of the world, while Europe will
be dealing directly with the evident
Russia threat. East Asia must learn
to live with a risen China without an
unreliable offshore balancer.

ENCE the question: where does

all this leave ‘the rest’? The rest
of the world—the non-great powers—
is a large and amorphous bunch. They
can and have been followers, pawns
or sites of great power rivalry and
conflict. But they can and have also
been innovators, leaders, collective
action specialists and out-of-the-
box thinkers and shakers. Consider
the Non-Aligned Movement, the
European and African Unions, the
BRICS’ New Development Bank
and the Treaty on the Prohibition of
Nuclear Weapons, just to name a few
examples.

Importantly, large swathes of ‘the
rest’ do not come to the current phase
of international order upheavals
from a prior cosy, benign strategic
environment or mindset. World
regions including East, South and
Central Asia, Africa, Latin America

and parts of the Middle East are
used to value-diverse, dynamic and
often dangerous environments. They
have had to navigate regional and
international orders that were not of
their own making and make their way
without neat categories of perpetual
friends or sworn enemies. They may
hate it, and dread the costs, but the
Global Majority are better prepared
psychologically to face this current
world of relative revisionism.

At this critical juncture, being
willing to go beyond old assumptions
and to ask different questions will
help all countries to navigate the new
normal of an international system
comprising three revisionist great
powers.

For example, we can consider the
potential policy payofts of shedding
those old assumptions as Australia
considers how to refine relations with
its closest Asian neighbours.

One purported worst-case scenario
under discussion in Canberra is
that Southeast Asia, doubting US
goodwill and under siege in the
trade war, falls into China’s sphere
of influence. The concern, then, is
‘what should Australia do’? Australia
has limited direct ability to prevent
such a development, yet this scenario
is unlikely to eventuate. This fear
about the potential ‘loss’ of Southeast
Asia is misplaced. The assumptions
underpinning such fears are outdated,
generating the wrong questions.

First is the assumption that regional
doubts about the United States are
new. The United States has allies and
firm friends in Southeast Asia. But this
region just does not see it the same
way as Australia—they have regarded
the United States as neither necessarily
benign nor an altruistic hegemon.

As Bilahari Kausikan, the former
permanent secretary of Singapore’s
foreign ministry, reminded Foreign
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Affairs readers in January 2025, in
Southeast Asia the United States has
been an offshore power taking an
‘America first’ approach at least since
Nixon articulated the Guam Doctrine
in 1969, demanding that nations under
threat shoulder the main burdens of
defence.

Moreover, as postcolonial and often
post-conflict polities, Southeast Asian
states do not automatically identify
with the existing international order.
In this regard, the region is part of the
Global Majority, while Australia is not.
This different starting point means that
the current situation is less unfamiliar
for the region. As the outspoken
Kausikan told a Harvard audience in
October 2024: ‘compared to the wars,
insurgencies and bloody internal
conflicts that countries in Southeast
Asia suffered and successfully
navigated from the late 1940s through
to the end of the 1980s, are the risks,
tensions and uncertainties of current
US—China competition worse? I don't
think so!

HE second outdated assumption

is that Southeast Asian responses
to Chinese power are conditioned
mainly by what they think about the
United States.

Here we see different starting points
again. Southeast Asians largely do not
see themselves as living in a world
circumscribed by two great powers
locked in rivalry. That is why most
of them engage in hedging, omni-
enmeshment and complex balancing,
and why they conceive of a layered
hierarchical regional order.

Living in China’s immediate
neighbourhood, Southeast Asian
relations with China are conditioned
by many different considerations,
especially their own specific interests
and the spectrum of available
alternative options which may or may

not include the United States but
which are rarely centred on it.

Because of China’s vital role in
economic production and as a growing
source of investment and consumer
market, the region’s main concern
is the predicted serious economic
slowdown and prolonged recession in
China. This will impose an additional
huge strain upon Southeast Asia’s
economic prospects on top of US-
created volatility. The Trump tariffs
will compel some regional economies
to manage an even greater influx of
cheaper Chinese products. Yet the
major regional worry is not centred
on China’s economic strength,
which is viewed as good for a region
that has experience managing the
gross asymmetry of power with this
neighbouring giant.

A potential Chinese sphere of
influence recedes as a central worry
in a world filled with revisionist great
powers. Precisely because the United
States may remain aloof—unreliable
and driven inward by domestic
imperatives beyond Trump—the
region will have to continue to work
closely with what they hope will
be an economically vibrant China.
And because China is part of many
of the region’s territorial and other
conflicts, Southeast Asia must
continue to manage regional conflicts
constructively with China.

This is not necessarily a recipe for
simply giving in to Chinese demands.
As a whole, this region has not been
keen on balancing with the United
States against China, even when such
an option seemed to be available. The
current situation only exacerbates
Southeast Asian imperatives to find
their own ways of living with multiple
revisionist powers.

This is just one piece of the many
large tectonic plates now moving
simultaneously in the transitioning

There are revisionists,
and then there are
revisionists. Instead
of the ‘good guys'
preserving the status
gquo versus the 'bad
guys’ wanting to
revise the natural
order of things, ours
is now a world where
all the leading powers
explicitly want to

change the rules.

international order. Even those who
are more prepared for this world are
finding it extraordinarily hard. Others
still cleaving to outdated mental
models must urgently grapple with

a much more urgent and enduring
challenge. Especially for allies deeply
integrated with the United States, a
defining era is over, and they must
fundamentally reimagine their
economy and security. Such rethinking
and retooling is politically fraught,
involves very costly trade-offs in
domestic spending and could take
decades.

Evelyn Goh is the Shedden Professor of
Strategic Policy Studies and Director
of the Southeast Asia Institute at The
Australian National University.
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Trump, ANZUS and
Australia's old new fears

IAIN D HENRY

USTRALIA'’S strategic policy

has long been influenced by the
belief that within the Australia—New
Zealand—United States (ANZUS)
alliance both loyalty and disloyalty
will be repaid in kind. If this is correct,
then loyalty to the United States would
mitigate the risk of US abandonment
or diminished engagement in Asia.

This belief has had a significant

influence during moments of conflict.
During the Laotian Civil War in the
early 1960s, Australia was willing to
join a US-led intervention because, in
the words of former acting minister
for external affairs Garfield Barwick,
Washington ‘would certainly resent
any Australian failure to participate;
with the result that ANZUS ‘would be
seriously undermined:

Shortly before the Vietnam War,
one official described Canberra’s goal
as ‘to achieve such a habitual closeness
of relations with the United States
... that in our time of need ... the
United States would have little option
but to respond as we would want!

A declassified study of Australia’s
involvement in the 2003 Iraq War
similarly found that Canberra’s priority

PICTURE: KIN CHEUNG / POOL VIA REUTERS

UK Defence Secretary John Healey, former US secretary of defense Lloyd Austin and Australian Defence Minister Richard Marles hold a press conference at the
AUKUS Defence Ministers Meeting (London, 26 September 2024).
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‘was to not jeopardise the Washington
alliance’

Though rarely articulated explicitly,
this kind of belief is hardwired in most
Australian politicians and political
elites. Occasionally it slips out, such
as when then-defence minister Peter
Dutton claimed it was ‘inconceivable’
that Australia would not help the
United States defend Taiwan against
China. When pressed on this idea,
Dutton claimed that if Australia was an
‘unreliable and untrustworthy friend,
then we won’t expect the support of...
the United States, into the future. His
instinct was to demonstrate loyalty in
the hope of future reciprocity—even if
this required joining a military effort
that could easily escalate into nuclear
war.

In reality, alliances like ANZUS
do not work this way. Former prime
minister John Howard described
the United States’ reluctance to
provide ground troops during the
1999 Timor Leste crisis as a ‘poor
repayment of past loyalties and
support’. US Vice President JD Vance
has explicitly dismissed the concept
of reciprocal alliance loyalty, insisting
that ‘recognising that there are
important security partnerships in
the past does not mean that we can’t
have disagreements with allies in the
present’

USTRALIA’S alliance

management habits are being
tested like never before. Now in his
second term, President Donald Trump
has yet to find an alliance that he
likes, viewing them all as agreements
negotiated by his predecessors
who—of course—had inferior deal-
making abilities. His worldview
eschews positive-sum outcomes.
Instead, everything is a zero-sum
deal with only winners and losers.
It is inaccurate, even misleading,

to describe him as ‘transactional’
Transactions are exchanges, and given
his record of defaulting on his bills, it
is unsurprising that his lawyers now
require payment upfront.

Trump is better understood as
a mercurial narcissist driven by an
insatiable need for praise. As his
relationship with North Korean leader
Kim Jong-un oscillated, he went from
describing Kim as a ‘sick puppy’ and
threatening Pyongyang with ‘fire and
fury’ to claiming that the two ‘fell in
love’ and exchanged ‘beautiful letters!
Trump even suggested North Korea
‘could have the best hotels in the
world’ if only they saw the wisdom of
striking a deal.

Trump’s personality flaws are
imposed on US policy, which now has
a decidedly reactionary tone. A rule
of thumb for anticipating Trump’s
actions is to ask what almost any past
US president might have done—then
expect the opposite.

Trump’s second act is different from
his first. He will no longer be ‘staffed:
This time, aides won’t quietly hide
papers to prevent his Sharpie-scrawl
signature. To serve at the pleasure of
the president today, it is no longer
sufficient to just avoid commenting on
his egregious lies and denials of reality.
One must believe, internalise and
evangelise his delusions.

The most obvious example is
the loyalty test, which now applies
to White House employees—they
must agree that the 2020 election
was ‘stolen’ To serve Trump is to
allow him to define and perpetually
redefine reality. There is no way to
rise above the maelstrom of pure ego,
capriciousness and insanity.

None of these observations are
new, but Trump’s flaws were thrown
into stark relief during the February
2025 Oval Office meeting involving
Trump, Vance and Ukrainian

President Volodymyr Zelenskyy.
Trump insisted that Ukraine had
started the war—a claim refuted even
by those who believe the possibility

of Ukraine joining NATO made the
conflict more likely. Vance removed all
pretence when he insisted that the real
problem was not Russian aggression
but Ukraine’s insufficient gratitude
towards Trump. Intentional or not,
this was a cunning move by Vance

and practically guaranteed Trump’s
indignant reaction.

Some historical perspective helps
to contextualise this exchange. There
is no shortage of scholarship exploring
how the United States has coerced
its allies and partners, disregarded
their preferences and occasionally
covertly interfered in their domestic
affairs. These tools of statecraft have
been employed by administrations of

Australia’s alliance
management habits
are being tested like
never before. Now
in his second term,
President Donald
Trump has yet to find
an alliance that he
likes, viewing them
all as agreements
negotiated by his

predecessors
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For the first two
decades of the Cold
War, Washington did
its best to ensure that
US allies embraced
its policy of excluding
China from the

international system

both political stripes but always in the
pursuit of some national interest. The
difference is that never before has US
policy existed, like it does now, purely
to serve one man’s insatiable ego. And
never before has a president’s pride
been so easily wounded.

It is possible to anticipate, in
general terms, what Trump’s second
act will likely involve. Internationally,
he is negotiating a sphere-of-influence
arrangement with Russia, though the
exact contours of this will be partly
determined by Europe’s decisions.

He has cut—and might ultimately
end—the United States’s overseas
development assistance. The Trump
administration does not care about
global hunger or disease in Africa—it
sees folly, rather than virtue, in helping
foreigners. Trump is also upending the
global trading system and harming the
US economy with a childlike faith in
the virtues of tariffs.

And finally, by any means necessary,
Trump will try to generate the
conditions under which Greenland’s
‘voluntary’ incorporation with the
United States appears the least bad
outcome. Outright invasion is not

unthinkable. If he succeeds with
Greenland, Canada will likely be his
next target. Few could now honestly
argue against the description of
‘imperial America’

UT these may just be warm-

up rounds for the main effort.
China looms large as a systemic
competitor, a problematic trade
partner and—to some in Trump’s
team—an enemy. The current focus
is the tumultuous trade war, but
Trump’s prior interactions with Kim
Jong-un demonstrate a volte-face on
China is entirely thinkable. A new
grand bargain between Washington
and Beijing would be the biggest deal
in history—an opportunity Trump is
unlikely to pass up. He does not care
about Taiwan or the regional fallout—
only about how the risks of war affect
the United States, its prosperity and
his own legacy.

Such a bargain would not be the
first time that the United States has
ruthlessly prioritised its own interests
and disregarded those of its partners
in striking a deal with Beijing. For the
first two decades of the Cold War,
Washington did its best to ensure
that US allies embraced its policy of
excluding China from the international
system. But when Washington
changed this policy in the 1970s,
it gave its allies no warning of the
imminent shift.

If, at any point, Washington and
Beijing engage in serious negotiations,
hawkish advisers like Secretary of State
Marco Rubio and Under Secretary
of Defense for Policy Elbridge Colby
will not change Trump’s mind. Many
things could derail negotiations,
including Trump’s perception of a
personal slight, inadequate Chinese
concessions or Beijing’s unwillingness
to strike a deal it fears would be only
temporary. But Trump will not be

swayed by appeals to the ‘rules-based
order; credibility or the interests of US
allies in Asia. It isn’t clear that he even
really thinks in terms of America’s
national interest: it too must serve the
rapacious needs of his ego.

This is not to say that a US—China
grand bargain is certain, or even
likely. Chinese caution, domestic
opposition or bureaucratic sabotage
could all frustrate or prevent a deal.

If this occurs, Trump’s wounded

pride and sense of victimhood would
instantly inflame the situation. The
denunciations of ‘Chy-na’ would come
thick and fast, his earlier demands

for COVID-19 reparations would

be resuscitated and officials would
quickly demand that allies support
new and outrightly aggressive policies
towards Beijing.

In the broader Republican Party,
the groundwork has already been laid
for such a policy shift. Before long,
there would be calls to diplomatically
recognise Taiwan and destroy the

.. by any means
necessary, Trump

will try to generate
the conditions under
which Greenland's
‘voluntary’
incorporation with
the United States
appears the least bad

outcome
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foundational bargain at the core of
the modern US—China relationship.
The Fourth Taiwan Strait Crisis would
soon follow.

Prudent strategic planning needs to
grapple with both these extreme but
credible possibilities—the most hostile
period of US—China relations since the
1950s and a US—China condominium
that discounts the interests of US
allies.

All this leaves Australia feeling
bewildered, afraid and alone. In
Trump’s first act, Canberra talked
about shared sacrifice and ‘100 years
of mateship’ But now it must deal
with the prospect of significant tariffs
on Australian exports to the United
States, which Prime Minister Albanese

called an ‘unfriendly act! Australia is
left with two related problems: what
policy adjustments are needed, and
how should it deal with Trump?
Some argue that Australia just
needs to increase its defence efforts,
as if Trump’s disposition depends
on whether Canberra spends 2 or 3
per cent of GDP on defence. But this
idea relies on Trump actually being
transactional, which he is not. He
is just as likely to gripe, unmoved,
that Australia should have always
spent that much. Australia’s strategic
circumstances warrant spending more
on defence, but Canberra should be
very clear about the national purpose
in doing so. It will not win brownie
points with Trump or guarantee

Internationally,
[Trump] is negotiating
a sphere-of-influence
arrangement with
Russia, though the
exact contours of

this will be partly
determined by

Europe's decisions

PICTURE: JIM WATSON / POOL VIA REUTERS TPX IMAGES OF THE DAY

US Vice President JD Vance tours
the US military's Pituffik Space
Base in Greenland (March 2025).
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PICTURE: MOLLY RILEY / HANDOUT VIA REUTERS

S

US President Donald Trump meets with Japan's Economic Revitalization Minister Ryosei Akazawa and his delegation in the Oval Office (Washington D.C., 16 April

2025).

.. it will be important
for national leaders
to talk differently
about ANZUS. This
will signal that the
game has changed
and that a new
approach is being

quietly implemented

Washington’s loyalty in some future
crisis.

Others cast Trump as a schoolyard
bully and suggest that states ought
to stand up to him lest he demand
tomorrow’s lunch money as well
as today’s. Former prime minister
Malcolm Turnbull encouraged
Australian leaders to ‘get off [their]
knees and stand up for Australia
But the risks of aggravating Trump
must be considered carefully.
Experience within the Australia—
China relationship suggests that
leaders ought to think very hard before
speaking carelessly about, or to, a great
power. Canberra should not resile
from articulating Australia’s interests,
but it should consider the obviously

foreseeable consequences of loose and
ill-judged rhetoric.

The first conclusion is that Australia
urgently needs to develop a new way
of talking about its relationship with
the United States. This reckoning is
long overdue, but the time is now ripe.
National leaders should explain how
ANZUS serves Australia’s interests,
acknowledge in a factual but low-key
manner that Australia does not always
share the United States’ views and
discard mawkish references to shared
values and mateship. This would be
good politics, as well as good policy.

The 2022 federal election
demonstrated that Australians now
demand two key foreign policy
competencies from potential prime
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ministers—managing the relationship

with the United States and managing

the relationship with China. But

in 2025, ‘manage’ now assumes a

different context with the United

States. Can an aspiring prime minister

avoid needlessly antagonising Trump

while also carefully refusing him, or

working against him, when Australia’s

national interest requires it?
Simultaneously, Canberra should

not let its distaste for Trump replace

a careful and calculated assessment

of the ANZUS alliance, which

still delivers significant benefits

for Australia in access to military

technology, intelligence and more. The

challenge is to maintain ANZUS while

giving much greater thought to how its

inherent risks can be managed.

N THIS front, several critically

important questions require
urgent attention. How would Canberra
respond if Washington asked Australia
to support recklessly confrontational
policies towards China? Could
Australia physically prevent America’s
use of Australian bases if this use was
opposed by Canberra? To what degree
should defence procurement rely on
a less reliable America? Can Australia
be confident, if it purchases a piece of
military equipment from an American
manufacturer, that spare parts,
software updates and ammunition
will remain available for purchase in
the future? If Australia makes a major
weapons purchase—which creates
decades of dependency on America—
then how can Canberra prevent this
from being used as coercive leverage
during future disagreements? If it
can’t, is such a purchase wise?

In this context, AUKUS should

be carefully re-evaluated. It gives
Washington enormous leverage
to make unreasonable demands of
Canberra. Australia should consider

how it would respond if the United
States decided not to deliver any
Virginia-class submarines without
Canberra’s advance commitment,
public or perhaps secret, to use

them against China in any Taiwan
contingency. Alternatively, if AUKUS
fails in some other way—after
Australia has invested hundreds of
billions of dollars in the endeavour—
then public support for ANZUS
could collapse. In this way, the easily
thinkable failure of AUKUS could
threaten the very survival of ANZUS.

Some of this thinking—and any
policy changes that result—must
be kept secret. There is no need to
aggravate Washington by announcing
all the things Canberra might do to
mitigate US unreliability. But it will be
important for national leaders to talk
differently about ANZUS. This will
signal that the game has changed and
that a new approach is being quietly
implemented. It would also expand the
Overton Window for the Australian
Public Service, relevant think tanks
and other important players in
Australia’s national conversation.

Trump poses a wicked challenge
for Australian leaders. Turnbull has
correctly pointed out that there will
be no return on any investment of
sycophancy—this is similar to the
argument that alliances are not about
reciprocal loyalty. But Australia’s
muscle memory on both ideas is
strong, and it will take a concerted and
deliberate effort if Australian elites are
to quit these bad habits.

Care should also be taken to not
overcorrect. Sometimes, Australian
leaders should prudently bite their
tongues. It would not be wise for an
Australian prime minister to now
emulate other leaders and publicly
feud with Trump. But when it comes
to ANZUS, the time is ripe for
Australia to think, talk and behave

Australia urgently
needs to develop a
new way of talking
about its relationship
with the United
States. This reckoning
IS long overdue, but

the time is now ripe

differently.

Australian thinking has not always
been dominated by the idea of
reciprocal loyalty. When the United
States sought to organise a military
coalition to salvage France’s effort
to retain its colonies in Indochina
and prevent modern-day Laos,
Vietnam and Cambodia from turning
communist in 1954, Australia agonised
over whether it should participate. The
foreign minister in the conservative
government at the time, Richard
Casey, argued that ‘Australia’s destiny
was not so completely wrapped up
with the United States as to support
them in an action which Australia
regarded as wrong! It is vital that
this sentiment governs alliance
management again today.

lain D Henry is Senior Lecturer at

The Australian National University’s
Strategic and Defence Studies Centre,
and the author of Reliability and
Alliance Interdependence: The United
States and its Allies in Asia, 1949—
1969 (Cornell University Press, 2022).
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DEVELOPMENT SIDELINES DEMOCRACY

Southeast Asia and the
‘middie=democracy’ trap

DAN SLATER

FAMILIAR trope in the analysis

of Southeast Asian politics is
that development is a more urgent
concern than democratisation. Popular
pressures to increase democratic
inclusion and protect democratic
institutions may periodically arise. But

the more fundamental and constant
worry of Southeast Asia’s governments
and citizens is thought to be making
development—not democracy—work.
This was certainly true for the
authoritarian regimes that dominated
Southeast Asia throughout the

PICTURE: REUTERS / ANTARA FOTO / WIDODO S. JUSUF
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Former Indonesian president Joko Widodo visits a market in Jakarta (February 2015).

Cold War period. Overcoming

the historical hindrances and
humiliations of colonialism meant
that catching up with ‘the West’ or
‘the global North’ became the prime
postcolonial imperative in anti-
communist authoritarian regimes

like Indonesia, Malaysia, Singapore
and Thailand. They all dreamed of
following in Japan’s development
footsteps. It eventually became true in
the reformed communist regimes of
Vietnam and Cambodia as well. They
sought to accompany China on its path
from Second World to First.

Yet in the quarter-century roughly
following the Asian Financial Crisis of
1997-98, concerns about democracy
came to loom much larger. A ‘regime
cleavage’ within the elite and electorate
alike thus came to characterise
political competition in Southeast
Asia’s wealthiest capitalist societies by
the early 21st century.

This was especially true in
Indonesia, where an exceedingly
punishing economic downturn undid
Suharto’s personalistic dictatorship
and ushered in a competitive
multiparty democracy. Malaysia
experienced a vicious crackdown on
reformist forces in the wake of the
Asian Financial Crisis, but reformist
forces refused to fade. Thailand was
no stranger to mass democratic
protest—popular will prevailed over
military rule in 1973 and 1992, with
big assists from the widely beloved
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King Bhumipol Adulyadej. But the
Asian Financial Crisis prompted
constitutional reforms aimed at
enhancing the electoral connection
between voters and politicians.

After the wildly popular—and
wildly unpopular—Thaksin Shinawatra
was toppled in a 2006 coup, Thai
politics fractured along the ‘yellow’
side of militarist, monarchist oligarchy
and the ‘red’ side of inclusive and
energetic populism. Malaysia saw
questions of democratic reform rise
in relevance with the launching of
the Bersih movement for electoral
integrity in that same year.

Indonesia’s 2014 and 2019 elections
seemed to hold democracy’s survival
in the balance, with Joko Widodo
the final rampart against strongman
Prabowo Subianto’s ascendance to
the presidency. Even in Singapore,
the historically weak opposition
to the ruling People’s Action Party
gained headway in the 2010s largely
by promising to constitute a solid
procedural opposition in the city-
state’s pseudo-democratic institutions.

It would be a stretch to say that
democracy had displaced development
in the driver’s seat by the 2010s. Still,
the fate of democracy certainly loomed
larger in election campaigns in the first
two decades of the 21st century than
the final two decades of the 20th.

But now, democracy is firmly back
in the back seat. This is of course
not merely a regional story. Donald
Trump’s second, far more aggressively
authoritarian presidency in the United
States starting in early 2025 has taken
democracy promotion entirely off the
global agenda.

This marks a definitive end to a
global era. If democratic concerns
are to play any meaningful role in
any country’s politics, it can only
be through domestic dynamics, not
geopolitical pressure or transnational

diffusion. The ‘democracy versus
autocracy’ framing of world politics so
favoured by US administrations from
Bush to Biden is dead and buried.

EVELOPMENT is again
sidelining democracy in

Southeast Asia. The United States’
retreat from global leadership means
that Southeast Asian nations will
now maximise their economic ties
to China, Europe and other Asian
economies with less geopolitical
hesitation. US tariffs on China will
likely divert more lucrative investment
projects to the region. As China begins
transitioning from its unsustainable
export-dependent economy to a
domestic demand-driven growth
model, Southeast Asian exporters will
be first in line to feed the world’s most
massive market.

Indonesia and Malaysia are
currently the most vivid examples
of what happens when development
sidelines democracy in national
politics. Indonesia’s 2024 presidential
election saw questions of democracy
become almost entirely irrelevant.
Prabowo’s nice-guy makeover
allowed him to ride on Jokowi’s long
coattails—lengthened by Indonesia’s
strong economy—to a comfortable
victory. In Malaysia, the opposition’s
fight to displace the long-ruling
Barisan Nasional coalition has
produced a government which acts
like it has no latitude to pursue deeper
democratising reforms. At times it
seems as if cost of living is the only
political issue that matters in Malaysia,
much like in neighbouring Singapore.

The fascinating exception to this
trend is Thailand. Among Southeast
Asia’s upper-middle-income
countries, Thailand is at once the
least democratic and the one where
democracy still matters the most.
Young voters in particular remain

If democratic
concerns are to play
any meaningful role
in any country's
politics, it can only
be through domestic

dynamics ...

deeply committed to replacing the
military—monarchy alliance with a
far more democratic and inclusive
political arrangement. In current
times when external pressures for
democratisation have evaporated,
Thailand is the only Southeast Asian
middle-income country where
homegrown forces are pressing hard
enough for a democratic breakthrough
to threaten authoritarian elites’
entrenched interests.

The lesson is an ironic one. When
authoritarian regimes in Southeast
Asia stonewall on democratic reforms,
they keep democracy at the forefront
of the political agenda. When they
concede even partial democratic
reforms, politics is largely reduced
to the quotidian demands of cost-of-
living politics, which does not threaten
political or economic elites in the
slightest. The overall picture appears
to be a ‘middle-democracy trap’ to
accompany the ‘middle-income trap’

Dan Slater is the James Orin Murfin
Professor of Political Science and
Director of the Center for Emerging
Democracies at the University of
Michigan.
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TOKYO TAKES CHARGE

Japan as a global bulwark against
illiberalism under Trump 2.0

MAIKO ICHIHARA

URING Donald Trump’s first

presidency, Japan supported the
liberal international order by playing
a leading role in the conclusion of
the Comprehensive and Progressive
Agreement for Trans-Pacific
Partnership, after the United States’
withdrawal from the process, and by
introducing the concept of the Free
and Open Indo-Pacific.

Japan and the rest of the world
now face a wave of populism and
illiberalism from the second Trump
administration which threatens civil
society, human rights protections and
democratic norms globally. Amid this
upheaval and responding to calls to
play a greater role in international
security, Japanese Prime Minister
Shigeru Ishiba and his administration
are reconsidering Japan’s part in
protecting democratic values and

institutions on the international stage.

In an interview with the Nikkei
Shimbun in March 2025, Jack
McConnell of the British House of
Lords expressed his expectation
that Japan would participate in the
coalition of the willing led by the
United Kingdom and France in
support of Ukraine. Japan’s major
media continue to send messages
that Japan should work with
European countries for Ukraine and
beyond. Underlying this proactive
interest in the security sphere is a
concern that the ceasefire between
Ukraine and Russia brokered by the
Trump administration may give too

much ground to Russia’s claims,
undermining relations between Europe
and the United States and increasing
the likelihood of China attempting to
take Taiwan by force.

To prevent disruption of peace and
stability, it is vital that Japan expands
its security partnerships while making
sure that the United States—its one
and only alliance partner—maintains
its security commitments in Asia. In
this, Japan has had some rare success.

At a meeting with Japanese Minister
of Defense Gen Nakatani in March
2025, US Secretary of Defense Pete
Hegseth reaffirmed the importance

As the first country
to negotiate on
Trump's tariffs,
Japan set the tone
for the international
community in not
readily conceding the
arbitrary measures
taken by the United
States

of the US—Japan security alliance and
declared US intentions to strengthen
the military command in Japan.
Although the United States called

on Japan to increase its financial
contribution to the alliance, this
commitment was a stark contrast

to the Trump administration’s hints
of loosening its commitments with
European allies.

Initially cautious, the Ishiba
administration has begun
actively strengthening its security
partnerships. In addition to additional
agreements with Ukraine in support
of energy sector recovery and the
country’s economic health, the
Japanese government has continued
to show its commitment to the rules-
based international order on occasions
such as the NATO Foreign Ministers’
meeting and the Japan—-UK 2+2
economic meeting.

Japan’s moves have been more
proactive in the Indo-Pacific, where
the stakes are high. Tokyo and
Manila have committed to conclude
a general agreement on security of
information as soon as possible and
to begin negotiation of an acquisition
and cross-service agreement, leading
Ishiba to state that Japan and the
Philippines have become ‘partners
close to an alliance’ An agreement
in principle has been reached on
the provision of Japanese defence
equipment and official defence
consultations with Vietnam, and
Japan has also agreed to expand and
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deepen joint drills with India. Several
members of the governing Liberal
Democratic Party have also travelled
to Taipei and reconfirmed bilateral
cooperation on maritime security.

holiday week beginning in late April.

An even stronger voice for a free
and open international order has been
heard from Japanese media outlets
which are closely analysing Trump’s
moves. Shogo Akagawa, Editor-in-
Chief of the Nikkei Shimbun, is even
calling for Japan to be ready to carry
the banner of democracy, rule of law
and free trade in face of a potential US
withdrawal from the G7.

An advantage that the media has,
compared to the government, is its
ability to analyse critically the Trump
administration’s moves against the
liberal international order. While the
Japanese government is concerned
about Trump’s actions in both the
security and economic realms, its
posture remains diplomatic. The

APAN is following the same
pattern in the economic realm.
When Trump introduced the idea
of ‘reciprocal tariffs; the Japanese
government initially refrained
from taking any action to defend
the liberal international economic
order despite expectations that
Japan go beyond protecting its
own economy by supporting free
trade. Yoji Muto, Japan’s Minister of
Economy, Trade and Industry, initially
flew to Washington to get a tariff
exemption rather than objecting to
their imposition as an infringement of
international trade law completely, but
this stance changed in April 2025.
When Ryosei Akazawa, the Minister
in charge of Economic Revitalization
who took over Japan-US tariff
negotiations, visited Washington on 3
May, he argued that the United States
should also reduce existing tariffs
on items such as automobiles, auto
parts, steel and aluminium in addition
to abolishing the newly imposed
‘reciprocal’ tariffs. As the first country
to negotiate on Trump’s tariffs, Japan
set the tone for the international
community in not readily conceding
the arbitrary measures taken by the
United States.

sharper criticisms of the media add an
important layer to the government’s
messaging, as Japan works to buttress
free and open international order.

This perspective needs to be heard
clearly internationally. The Japanese
government should support a network
of pro-democracy journalists to deliver
pro-democracy and pro-free trade
narratives that appeal to the feelings
of international audiences, no matter
what the US administration does.

The momentum towards
authoritarianism is real. It is time to
move to fight it.

Maiko Ichihara is Professor at the
Graduate School of Law, Hitotsubashi
University.
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Further afield, current and former
Japanese prime ministers and cabinet
members have been visiting countries
across Asia, the Middle East, Europe
and Africa to discuss the future of the
free trade system and demonstrate
commitment to free trade with these
countries. In an unprecedented
development, more than 70 per cent
of Japan’s cabinet members travelled

abroad for such talks during the long House in Washington (February 2025).

Japanese Prime Minister Shigeru Ishiba shakes hands with US President Donald Trump at the White
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GENDER BACKLASH

Gender politics and right-wing
populism clash in South Korea

MANDY CHAN

OR a generation nurtured on

aspirations of prosperity and
upward mobility, the stark realities
of stagnant wages, soaring living
costs and limited career prospects
have engendered a profound sense of
disillusionment among today’s South
Korean youth.

This cohort has been labelled the
‘N-po generation, a term denoting
the relinquishment of numerous
traditional life milestones. Initially
coined as the three giving-up

The rise of anti-
feminism in South
Korea is not merely
a reaction to gender
equality policies

but stems from

the clash between
entrenched gender
norms and evolving
socioeconomic

realities

generation (sampo sedae)—referring
to the abandonment of dating,
marriage and childbearing—the
idea has evolved to encompass
additional sacrifices. These include
home ownership, stable employment,
personal relationships, health, physical
appearance and even life aspirations.

While societal challenges affect all
young people in South Korea, young
men often feel these pressures more
acutely. Hegemonic masculinity has
historically positioned men as the
primary breadwinners and protectors
of the family.

Neoliberal self-development,
which is linked to the ideology of
individualism and self-reliance,
intensifies competition and pressures
men to live up to traditional masculine
standards of success in an increasingly
cutthroat environment. Amid this
frustration, government agencies
like the Ministry of Gender Equality
and Family (MOGEF)—designed to
advance women’s rights and gender
equality—are seen by some younger
men as introducing unfair advantages
for women. Efforts to address gender
imbalances can provoke feelings of
victimisation among men, who view
these policies as preferential treatment
that disregards their struggles.

Gendered disillusionment in South
Korea reached its peak during the
2022 presidential election, where
former president Yoon Suk-yeol’s
conservative campaign capitalised

on male grievances, reframing the
Moon Jae-in administration’s feminist
policies as discriminatory against
men. Yoon’s rhetoric, which included
pledges to abolish the MOGEF and
portray feminism as a threat to
fairness, resonated with many men
who embraced neoliberal meritocracy.
This rhetoric transformed their
economic frustrations into a gendered
conflict, positioning women’s
empowerment as a zero-sum threat
to male opportunity. The results were
stark as 58.7 per cent of young men
voted for Yoon, while his opponent
Lee Jae-myung garnered 58 per
cent of the young female vote. This
shift represented a departure from
traditional voting patterns, where
younger voters tended to favour
progressive candidates, underscoring
the rise of gender populism in South
Korea.

ESPITE South Korea’s rapid

economic development and
profound social transformation over
recent decades, the family-centred
welfare model—deeply rooted in
Confucian familism—continues to
exert a strong influence on societal
structures.

Emphasising familial responsibility
and intergenerational support, this
model has significantly shaped
welfare policy, often prioritising
private family obligations over
public institutional intervention. By

32 EAST ASIA FORUM QUARTERLY APRIL - JUNE 2025



formalising Confucian principles in
policy, the state effectively delegates
core societal functions—such as
healthcare, education and emotional
care—to families, thereby privatising
responsibilities typically borne by the
state.

While this model is culturally
valourised, it simultaneously
entrenches gendered divisions of
labour and reinforces workplace
inequalities. The very cultural
reverence that legitimises Confucian
familism also obstructs reform,
embedding these inequities within
moral and historical narratives that
resist critique, even as modernisation
necessitates systemic change.

In the context of employment,
since South Korea’s democratisation

in the late 20th century, successive
governments have implemented
feminist policies to encourage
female labour participation. The
establishment of the MOGEF in
2001 under president Kim Dae-jung’s
administration marked a significant
institutional commitment to gender
equity.

Yet the timing and framing of
that initiative suggest that it was
instrumentalised as part of economic
policy rather than pursued as a
transformative societal goal. This
is because the push for women’s
employment emerged primarily
in response to the 1997-98 Asian
Financial Crisis, which exposed
structural weaknesses in South Korea’s
male-centred labour market and

highlighted the economic necessity
of mobilising women as an untapped
labour resource.

While more women have since
moved beyond the confines of the
private sphere into the public sphere,
this shift has not been matched by a
transformation in social expectations
or institutional support. Women
continue to face significant gender
disparities in both economic and
political representation.

In 2022, the country recorded the
OECD’s largest gender pay gap at
31.2 per cent, with women earning
nearly a third less than men. Despite
women’s higher tertiary education
enrolment—76.6 per cent of women
versus 70.3 per cent of men in
2023—they held only 22.1 per cent of

PICTURE: LEE JAE WON / AFLO

Protesters demand dismissal of impeached South Korean president Yoon Suk-yeol and the dissolution of his ruling People Power Party (Seoul, February 2025).
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South Korea's
democratic resilience
will, therefore, depend
on its willingness

to address the root
causes of populist
unrest, particularly
gendered inequities

and identity politics

managerial positions across industries.
Political representation remains
similarly imbalanced, with women
occupying just 20 per cent of seats

in the National Assembly as of April
2025.

While various factors contribute
to these disparities, one of the most
prominent is the rigid gender roles
upheld by institutionalised familism.
Institutionalised familism is a
societal structure where family-based
responsibilities, such as caregiving
and household duties, are not only
expected within the private sphere
but are also ingrained in public
policies, workplace norms and social
expectations.

With minimal public support for
childcare or eldercare, caregiving
remains privatised as a woman’s
duty, forcing many to juggle paid
employment with unpaid domestic
labour. Societal norms around
caregiving lead to selective hiring
practices and slower promotion rates
for women, as employers often view
female candidates as less reliable for

demanding roles. This perception
stems from the assumption that men,
unencumbered by caregiving duties,
can offer longer, uninterrupted work
cycles.

Another layer to the issue of
selective hiring lies in the paradox
surrounding mandatory military
service for men. While men are
required to serve 18—-21 months, this
hiatus is rarely penalised professionally
in the same way that caregiving-related
career gaps are for women. Culturally,
military service is often framed as
a formative experience that fosters
discipline, loyalty and resilience—
qualities employers may value.

Yet many young men view this
obligation as a career setback,
especially in a hyper-competitive
job market where women, exempt
from service, continue advancing
their education or early careers.
These frustrations have been
politicised, with gender populists
citing mandatory military service
as evidence of systemic bias against
men. Ironically, this backlash is
perpetuated by the very institution
that amplifies male grievance—the
military’s reinforcement of hegemonic
masculinity.

HE rise of anti-feminism in

South Korea is not merely a
reaction to gender equality policies
but stems from the clash between
entrenched gender norms and
evolving socioeconomic realities.
Many young men perceive increased
competition with women for jobs
and resources, leading to feelings of
displacement and insecurity. This
perception is exacerbated by the
belief that gender equality has been
achieved, with women now gaining
more opportunities.

Efforts to highlight ongoing

disparities, such as the gender pay

gap and women’s dual burden, often
fail to bridge the divide. Younger

men, who may not experience these
barriers directly, are often prone

to downplaying gender inequality,
making it difficult to shift their
perception. This inclination often
arises from an unconscious adherence
to maintaining their sense of identity
within a framework that has long been
centred around hegemonic masculinity
and male privilege. Troublingly, this
defensive posture is exploited by
populist rhetoric, which weaponises
anxieties around shifting gender roles
and frames gender policies through a
zero-sum lens.

In South Korea, populism thrives
on gender polarisation and economic
precarity but gains traction partly
because institutional responses lag
behind societal shifts. While populism
is a recurring feature in democracies,
it is not inevitable. Countering its
rise demands equitable governance,
institutional accountability and a
commitment to solidarity.

Crucially, the strength of a
democracy lies not in the absence of
conflict but in its ability to manage it
inclusively and constructively. South
Korea’s democratic resilience will,
therefore, depend on its willingness
to address the root causes of populist
unrest, particularly gendered
inequities and identity politics.

South Korea’s turmoil reflects the
growing pains of a region caught
between tradition and modernity.

Its path forward—whether towards
polarisation or pluralism—will signal to
East Asia whether traditional family-
centric models can adapt to uphold
both cultural identity and the demands
of neoliberal modernisation.

Mandy Chan holds a PhD in Global
Korean Studies from the Academy of
Korean Studies in Seongnam.
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FRAGMENTATION AND CENTRALISATION

PICTURE: TIAN YUHAO / CHINA NEWS SERVICE / VCG

A military band attend the closing meeting of the third session of the 14th National People's Congress at Beijing's Great Hall of the People (March 2025).

China ushers in a new era
governance framework

XIANG GAO AND JESSICA C TEETS

ANY among the elite of the inequality and corruption threatened leadership has followed this blueprint

Chinese Communist Party the continued leadership of the Party.  to transform the previous fragmented
(CCP) considered former Chinese Beginning in 2013 during the Third  governance framework into a more
president Hu Jintao’s administration Plenum of the 18th Party Congress, coordinated new era governance
a ‘lost decade’ where the vast wealth the Party articulated a vision for a framework. This was designed to
generated by economic reform was more systematic and coordinated quickly translate policy ideas from
squandered instead of invested in policymaking system characterised the top of the system into strict
undertaking much-needed reforms— by coherence, standardisation and regulations governing all market and
and they feared that structural effectiveness. Since then, the Chinese state decisions.
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The driving force of
the new governance
framework is the
conversion of the
Party's traditional
governance
tools into formal

institutions ...

This new framework has resulted
in some surprising policy decisions
such as the crackdown on the fastest
growing sectors of the Chinese
economy—finance and technology—
and sweeping environmental
inspection campaigns shuttering much
Chinese domestic manufacturing.
Such a large-scale shift in the policy
process has triggered debate about
China’s governance reforms under
President Xi Jinping as a revolutionary
transformation of the system. The
centralisation of political authority
since 2013 has changed the nature
of policymaking and scholars are
searching for a new understanding of
the policy process as the more stable
patterns observed under Jiang Zemin
and Hu have been disrupted.

While China is still in the middle
of institutional reform and though
the administrative branch of the
government remains fragmented,
Party leaders have modified existing
institutions to make the system more
coordinated. That said, the many of the
mechanisms for centralisation, such as
the leading small groups, campaign-
style policy implementation, anti-

corruption campaigns and enhanced
monitoring of local officials, have
existed since the early days of the CCP.

What Party leaders have done
is to convert older mechanisms of
governance and layer them into the
party-state system such that these
changes cause different outcomes
and behaviours in local governance.
The new era governance framework
centres the Party as the policy
coordination mechanism, with
leading small groups and campaigns
used to ameliorate any remaining
fragmentation in the system, reflecting
the view that ‘Chinese politics is
fragmented as well as integrated in
strong Party rule’ The Party’s return
to the centre of governance is crucial
to understanding the functioning and
sustainability of the new governance
framework.

In early stages of this reform,
between 2016 and 2018, China
accelerated the ‘super ministry’
reorganisation initiated by
earlier administrations. This was
intended to solve problems of
vertical fragmentation where local
governments or ministries operated
as independent ‘kingdoms’ and did
not faithfully implement central
policies. The driving force of the
new governance framework is the
conversion of the Party’s traditional
governance tools into formal
institutions and then layering them
into the existing system to connect the
ministries and the local governments
to the central party state.

In this ‘top-level design’ framework,
the leading small groups and
committees serve as the decision-
making bodies and mobilise
the administrative system using
campaign-style governance for strict
policy execution. Since 2013, this
new governance approach—which
combines centralised decision-making

with stringent enforcement—has
been adopted in various policy areas.
Though campaign-style governance
is effective at ensuring strict policy
implementation, these campaigns
necessitate mobilising a lot of
resources within the bureaucracy,
including leaders’ attention, financial
resources and human capacity.

ESPITE these centralising

reforms, even the CCP cannot
transform institutions without the
acquiescence of bureaucrats and
government officials throughout the
system. The ‘top-level design’ policy
framework has heightened the work
pressure on officials and diminished
the autonomy of local governments.
This can provoke discontent from
local officials and bureaucrats and
slow or hinder policy implementation.
To prevent resistance from within
the state, the Party reformed its
incentive and information mechanisms
by replacing ‘performance-based
promotion’ with ‘task-based
punishment’

This new task-oriented and
punitive personnel management
system supports the new governance
framework by removing the
discretion of local state agents. To
link behaviour to outcomes, the
Party uses digital governance tools to
ensure strict policy implementation
by removing local agents from certain
administrative tasks and replacing
them with apps, and by employing
online platforms and data analytics
to support the anti-corruption
initiatives of the Commission for
Discipline Inspection. These initiatives
seek to mitigate the information
asymmetry that exists within vertical
governmental structures, ensuring that
local governments implement central
policies comprehensively.

Though these changes to the
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policymaking and personnel
management systems do integrate a
fragmented system, they also elicit a
range of adaptive strategies from local
officials and bureaucrats. For example,
as top-down assigned tasks increase
and disciplinary scrutiny intensifies,
local governments have become
increasingly risk-averse, shifting

from proactive innovation to blame
avoidance. Local officials also find
themselves unable to execute tasks
fully or respond adequately, resulting
in the phenomenon commonly
referred to as upward performance—
substituting genuine policy execution
with frequent meetings and the

issue of much documentation. A
direct outcome of this approach is an
increasing workload and diminished

sense of achievement or efficacy,
compounding officials’ fatigue.

Since 2013, the new era governance
framework has partially integrated the
previously fragmented bureaucracy
and facilitated the development of
a more coordinated governance
system under Party leadership. But
the top-down approach has faced
challenges due to bureaucratic and
local resistance, resulting in the
current situation where the former
fragmented framework and the
new, more integrated framework of
governance function simultaneously
across different policy areas, locations
and time. This makes understanding
the new era governance framework
vital to understanding policymaking
and local governance in China, as well

THE SOFT POWER SECTOR

as highlights the interaction between
the two system.

In key policy areas directly
championed by President Xi, new
policies will be implemented rapidly
and strictly. But in other policy areas,
policy implementation will be more
in line with local interests, with
significant policy variation across
provinces.

Xiang Gao is Professor of Public Affairs
at Zhejiang University, Hangzhou.

Jessica C Teets is Professor of Political

Science at Middlebury College,
Vermont and Associate Editor-in-Chief
of the Journal of Chinese Political
Science.

Imagining a vision for civil
society in China

MARK SIDEL

HE present state and prospects

for civil society in China are not
good. Yet, over time, there may be
some hope.

Since the late 1980s, the number
of associational entities, nonprofit
enterprises, foundations and other
nonprofit and charitable groups
in China has grown. While this is
a sign of a ballooning civil society,
China still controls, surveils and
monitors these groups very closely. It
discourages advocacy by nonprofits

and encourages groups to contribute
to the state’s social service policies.
It carefully monitors the fundraising
and cooperative activities of the civil
society sector.

China similarly limits and controls
the work of overseas nonprofit
groups, including non-government
organisations, foundations, think
tanks and business associations. This
is particularly the case since this
overseas sector was brought under
the overall control of the Chinese

Ministry of Public Security through
the Law of the People’s Republic of
China on Administration of Activities
of Overseas Nongovernmental
Organizations in the Mainland of
China, effective since January 2017.
Increasingly, China is reaching out
beyond its borders to restrain and
control overseas Chinese nonprofits
and civil society actors, not only in
Hong Kong through means such as the
2024 National Security Law, but also
through operations and influence in
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China is so committed
to its regime of
control of the Chinese
civil society sector
that it is be unwilling
to do what serves
China best in its
humanitarian and soft

power goals.

independent countries.

It is more fitting to characterise
China’s nonprofit and non-government
organisations as ‘more third sector,
less civil society’ China does not
seek to eliminate its nonprofit and
charitable sector. But it seeks to mould
and strictly control it, through a wide
array of political, policy and regulatory
levers. These apply both to domestic
and overseas groups in China and
increasingly to Chinese civil society
overseas.

Yet there is hope. Ideas of a broader
civil society future and a broader role
for civil society still exist in China
and will not die. As Anthony Spires
points out in his recent work, a more
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democratic culture remains alive
and can persist within grassroots
organisations. Chinese nonprofit and
charitable organisations persist by
seeking to adapt to the strictures of the
state.

Across China, there are nonprofit
and academic actors who continue
to harbour a different vision for the
future of civil society from that the
Chinese Communist Party (CCP) now
maintains. While direct expressions
of these desires for a different
civil society future are not openly
permitted, those active in Chinese
nonprofit and charitable worlds
understand and often agree with
aspirations that are unspoken, but
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Demonstrators protest the freezing of deposits by some rural-based banks, outside a People's Bank of China building (Henan province, July 2022).
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close to the surface.

In the short term, there is little
possibility for policy and regulatory
change that could permit some of
these sprouts of civil society thinking
and practice to prosper once again.
And though China has an opportunity
to encourage the nonprofit and
charitable community to play a larger
role, the CCP’s commitment to control
prevents it from enabling those
positive steps to emerge.

The Trump administration’s
dismantling of US foreign assistance
throughout Asia, Africa and South
America is one such opportunity.
There are already some signs of
China beginning to step in to offer
humanitarian and development
assistance in some countries to take
the place of the huge humanitarian
and policy errors that the United
States has made, particularly in parts
of Southeast Asia.

But China’s instincts of how to
proceed in this moment of major

When China begins
to step in, fitfully and
occasionally, to take
the place of US aid, it
has generally done so
through the Chinese
state and between
the Chinese state

and foreign national

governments

opportunity have, at least initially,
been misguided. When China begins
to step in, fitfully and occasionally,

to take the place of US aid, it has
generally done so through the Chinese
state and between the Chinese state
and foreign national governments.
China is much more comfortable

with a statist approach to overseas
assistance.

BETTER approach would be to
rely on Chinese nonprofit groups
that have been active in the foreign
assistance space now for several years,
and which have much to offer on
participatory development. There is
no shortage of such groups including
the China Foundation for Rural
Development, the China Foundation
for Peace and Development, the
China Red Cross Foundation, Amity
Foundation and the Shenzhen
Foundation for International Exchange
and Development.
No one would mistake these
groups for independent civil society
organisations. But they are not quite
the CCP either, and they have learned
much from previous projects abroad.
China would be a far more effective
actor if it were to rely on large Chinese
nonprofits like these that have built
capacity for foreign assistance and
working abroad, rather than making
ham-handed offers through Chinese
embassies and ministries.
Perhaps the Chinese response
to the United States’ moral failings
and strategic errors will come to
encompass and rely upon capable
and committed Chinese nonprofit
and charitable organisations that
have already shown they can work
effectively outside China in the
developing world. But for now, China
is so committed to its regime of
control of the Chinese civil society
sector that it is be unwilling to do what

serves China best in its humanitarian
and soft power goals. That would be,
to permit, encourage and fund highly
competent and committed Chinese
nonprofits to become important
development actors as US foreign
assistance drops precipitously.

If it declines to encourage and fund
Chinese nonprofits to play a truly
important role in foreign assistance
in this period of crisis brought
about but the dismantling of foreign
assistance by the US government,
China’s approach will hurt itself as
well as those it hopes to serve. But
when control is paramount, even
encouraging civil society to play roles
that bolster China’s reputation through
the foreign assistance process may well
be a step too far for the CCP.

Control and restriction will likely
remain the order of the day. And yet,
on a hopeful note, the seeds of a more
active and engaged civil society are
sown in China, waiting for a better
day.

Mark Sidel is Doyle-Bascom Professor
of Law and Public Affairs at the
University of Wisconsin-Madison and
Vice Chair at the International Center
for Not-for-Profit Law (ICNL).
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