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From the editors’ desk

Canadian Prime Minister Mark Carney’s address at the World Economic
Forum in Davos heightened attention on cooperation among middle powers.

The trend towards more active middle power diplomacy predates
Carney’s speech by many years—indeed, for over a decade, middle powers
in Asia and the Pacific have been diversifying their external ties and
seeking greater strategic autonomy. The Comprehensive and Progressive
Agreement for Trans-Pacific Partnership, revived by Japan and Australia
after the United States withdrew in 2017, is one example. Arrangements
that exclude both the United States and China—whether bilateral,
multilateral, or minilateral—are an increasing feature of the regional
landscape. As competition among major powers intensifies and the rules-
based order is under mounting strain, closer cooperation among middle
powers is becoming less a matter of choice than of necessity.

Recent disruptions to oil and fertiliser supplies linked to the closure
of the Strait of Hormuz offer a clear illustration. Turbulence in global
energy markets now extends beyond concerns about economic and
energy security, with growing implications for food security and defence
preparedness. Compared to major powers, resource-constrained small and
medium-sized states are especially exposed to interruptions in the supply
of energy, fertilisers and critical minerals.

These countries share a strong interest in preparing for a wide range
of strategic shocks by exchanging information, coordinating responses
and, where appropriate, establishing standing arrangements to deal with
emergencies. The capacity for creativity and agenda-setting—associated
with middle power diplomacy—may prove particularly consequential in
such periods of uncertainty.

Against this backdrop, this issue of East Asia Forum Quarterly brings
together expert analyses of how key regional middle powers—Japan,
Australia, Canada, Singapore, Indonesia South Korea and India—are
seeking to act in concert, despite the constraints, to secure their position
and sustain and defend the regional and international order. Our
contributors examine the regional order and global trading system from
a middle power perspective, the potential of ASEAN in this context and
China’s place in an era increasingly shaped by middle power dynamics.
Taken together, they point to a regional order that is becoming more
complex and layered—one that cannot be fully understood through the
lens of great power competition alone.
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STRATEGIC FRAGMENTATION

PICTURE: REUTERS / CARLOS OSORIO

Canadian Prime Minister Mark Carney speaks before a dinner hosted by the Canada-China Business Council, during the first visit by a Canadian prime
minister to China since 2017 (Beijing, 16 January 2026).

Middle powers in a
divided world

YOSHIHIDE SOEYA

HE international role of middle Trump’s administrations, have 2012 has been accompanied by an

powers is attracting renewed advanced an ‘America First’ agenda expansion of the country’s maritime
attention as the three great powers— aimed at preserving US predominance  presence from the South and East
the United States, China and Russia— in the Western Hemisphere. Russia, China Seas into the Western Pacific.
continue to move decisively towards under President Vladimir Putin, Each power shows little interest
unilateral, power-driven diplomacy. annexed Crimea in 2014 and launched  in upholding the rules-based liberal

These three powers have openly a military invasion of Ukraine in 2022.  international order. Against this

pursued control of their own spheres In China, the consolidation of power backdrop, attention has turned to
of influence. US President Donald under President Xi Jinping since the role of middle powers. At the
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World Economic Forum in Davos

on 20 January 2026, Canadian Prime
Minister Mark Carney called on
middle powers to act with greater
unity, warning that ‘we are in the midst
of a rupture, not a transition. At a time
when international rules are eroding,
he argued that middle powers must be
‘principled and pragmatic’ and need to
act collectively, because ‘if we're not at
the table, we're on the menu!

Though Carney did not define
‘middle powers’ explicitly, the central
candidates are major countries that
maintain close ties with the great
powers in their respective regions.
These include Canada in North
America, EU member states and, in
the Asia Pacific, Japan, South Korea,
Australia, New Zealand and ASEAN
nations among others.

But participation in middle power
cooperation should remain flexible
and responsive to its objectives. Some
may wish to include India among the
‘great powers’ as defined above. In fact,
it has maintained strategic autonomy
by adopting an independent stance
towards the three major powers, and
it certainly possesses the potential
to emerge as such a power. In reality
this remains a future prospect, and
for the foreseeable future, India is
likely to show interest in what is, in
effect, middle power cooperation.
Also, depending on the issues such
as critical minerals and other natural
resources, the role of countries
commonly referred to as the Global
South cannot be overlooked.

The aims of middle power
cooperation are twofold: to safeguard
the sovereignty and interests of middle
powers from the overbearing conduct
of great powers and to rebuild the
liberal international order. As for the
latter, its necessity and significance
are self-evident. Great powers resort
to unilateralism when they deem

it necessary, even at the expense of
international law and agreements. But
for middle powers, the rules-based
international order is essential to their
security and prosperity.

This underscores the need for
middle powers to build layered
networks of bilateral and multilateral
cooperation across a wide range
of issues including trade, finance,
sustainable development, energy,
critical minerals and emerging
technologies. This process has already
begun. From late February to early
March 2026, Prime Minister Carney
toured the Indo-Pacific, concluding
a series of bilateral agreements
with India, Australia and Japan.

One next step would be to broaden
such agreements by bringing in
additional partners and gradually
multilateralising them.

HE complex challenge for

middle powers is navigating the
arena of power politics shaped by the
three major powers. In this context,
cooperation among middle powers is
less straightforward, as the sources of
threat differ across regions.

For Canada, President Trump—
who has floated the idea of Canada as
the 51st US state—poses a threat to
Canadian sovereignty and economic
interests. Deepening the country’s
economic ties with China to reduce
its dependence on the United States,
which accounts for around 70 per cent
of its exports and 50 per cent of its
imports, is a rational middle power
strategy.

By contrast, Japan identifies
China as its primary threat, with the
strengthening of its alliance with the
United States at the core of its middle
power strategy. In Europe, Russia—
whose territorial ambitions in Ukraine
remain undisguised—constitutes the
most significant threat. European
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countries must also carefully manage
their relationship with the United
States, the cornerstone of NATO.

These divergent threat perceptions
shape how middle powers approach
cooperation. Across the world,
governments are strengthening their
sovereign capabilities, including in
defence—a trend that is evident in the
Asia Pacific. Yet even if neighbouring
middle powers were to combine
their efforts, they would still be at a
military disadvantage vis-a-vis China,
highlighting the importance of a US
presence in some form.

Over the medium to long term,
however, we must remain realistically

alert to the potential transformation

and reduction of the United States’
role. At the same time, countries in the
Asia Pacific differ in their perceptions
of the threat posed by China.

Under these conditions, countering
China alone cannot serve as the
organising principle for middle power
cooperation in the region.

Existing strategies of deterrence
and balance may buy time to develop
middle power cooperation, but that
time is not unlimited. Recognising
this, the framework for cooperation
between Japan, South Korea, Australia
and New Zealand should be developed
more fully. These four countries
have been regular guest participants
at NATO summit meetings since

2022. As some of the most advanced
democracies and economies in the
Asia Pacific, they constitute key
middle powers, serving both as the
core of a regional order and as a bridge
to Europe.

If such efforts contribute to
developing a broader middle power
network that includes ASEAN states,
they could strengthen the autonomy
and resilience of a regional order
shaped increasingly by middle powers
themselves.

Yoshihide Soeya is Professor Emeritus
of Political Science and International
Relations at the Faculty of Law, Keio
University.

PICTURE: ALESSANDRO BREMEC / IPA / SIPA USA

Presidents Donald Trump, Vladimir Putin and Xi Jinping are depicted in caricature on a paper-mache parade float for the 2026 Viareggio Carnival in Tuscany.
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IN SEARCH OF AUTONOMY

PICTURE: CNSPHOTO / REUTERS

Chinese President Xi Jinping applauds alongside Dilma Rousseff, President of New Development Bank, as he visits the multilateral bank of BRICS member
nations (Shanghai, 29 April 2025).

Middle powers should look
to East Asia

AMY KING

T THE January 2026 World Instead, Carney argued, we are living energy, critical minerals and supply

Economic Forum annual in a world in which that order had chains. But building higher walls and
meeting in Davos, Canadian Prime become a fiction and where economic  fortresses in a bid to protect one’s
Minister Mark Carney drew fervent integration has become a source of own autonomy is a self-defeating path.
support from the world’s so-called subordination. Instead, the world’s middle powers
‘middle powers’ when he called out the In response, Carney said, countries ~ must deepen their interdependence,
‘lie’ of the rules-based international are understandably becoming tempted  diversify their economic and strategic
order and its apparent promise of to pursue the path of ‘autonomy’ in partners and work together to create
‘mutual benefit through integration’ everything from food and finance, to the institutions and agreements
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needed to manage global challenges.

The enthusiasm for Carney’s
remarks was puzzling for anyone
familiar with East Asia. Rather than
a novel diagnosis and call to action,
they were merely a long-overdue
articulation of strategies understood
and practiced in East Asia for decades.
These strategies have explicitly
rejected the idea that autonomy can
be achieved through isolation. Instead,
Asian states have deepened economic
interdependence, diversified their
economic and strategic partners and
crafted an open international order as
a way to preserve their autonomy.

In China, this path to autonomy was
catalysed in the 19th century, when
the Qing Empire’s Self-Strengthening
reformers identified China’s lack of
industrial and technological modernity
as the reason for China’s vulnerability
to Western colonial powers. But it
was countering Japanese imperial
encroachment in the 1930s and 1940s
that prompted both the Guomindang
and Chinese Communist Party (CCP)
to pursue ‘self-reliance’ through
deepening economic interdependence
and striving to build a more open
international economic order.

While the idea of ‘self-reliance’
is commonly associated with the
isolationist economic policies of the
Mao era, it has persisted in China
for nearly a century. Since the 1930s,
Chinese governments have understood
economic interdependence—even with
adversaries—as crucial for accessing
the capital, expertise, industrial
goods and technologies needed to
achieve China’s autonomy. They
have deliberately diversified China’s
economic partners so as to prevent
over-dependence on any single one.

Under the rubric of ‘self-reliance;
the Guomindang deepened trade and
investment ties with the United States
and Britain to avoid over-dependence

on imperial Japan. The CCP negotiated
millions of dollars in trade with
Japan, Europe and Hong Kong in the
1950s and 1960s to reduce China’s
dependence on the Soviet Union.
And Deng Xiaoping, Jiang Zemin and
Hu Jintao accelerated China’s receipt
of foreign loans, technologies and
capital, while prioritising indigenous
innovation and maintaining state
control over access to foreign
currency, China’s debt levels and the
import-export balance.

While Western analysis typically
interprets economic interdependence
with potentially coercive foreign
powers as a dangerous source of
vulnerability, Chinese ideas of ‘self-
reliance’ have consistently rejected
that interpretation. Instead, at Bretton
Woods, Moscow and Bandung,
Chinese governments tried to create
new internationally shared ideas and
practices—centred on self-reliance,
sovereign equality, mutual benefit
and development—that might allow
China and other developing countries
to participate in the international
economic order without undermining
their autonomy.

INCE coming to power in late

2012, President Xi Jinping has
doubled down on China’s pursuit
of self-reliance. Xi’s references to
‘autonomous innovation’ and ‘self-
reliance’ in science and technology
and industrial policies—such as ‘Made
in China 2025, ‘dual circulation’ and
state-led investment in biotechnology,
green energy and artificial
intelligence—have naturally prompted
global concerns that China is rejecting
interdependence in favour of isolation.

Consistent with the century-old

idea of ‘self-reliance’ and reducing
reliance on Western-dominated
supply chains, the Xi government
is simultaneously deepening digital

... the world's middle
powers must deepen
their interdependence,
diversify their
economic and strategic
partners and work
together to create

the institutions and
agreements needed

to manage globa

challenges

trade, green tech cooperation and
supply chain integration, particularly
in East Asia. And it has initiated
international order-shaping ideas
and practices, like the Belt and Road
Initiative and Global Development
Initiative. China argues that this

will help create more ‘open, ‘fair’
and ‘equitable’ access to resources,
technologies and development
pathways for its partners.

Tolerating the tension between
autonomy and interdependence has
become harder as states now try
to manage their own risk of over-
dependence on China.

Deepening interdependence as a
way to preserve autonomy has been
a common strategy across East Asia.
Notwithstanding their significant
political, cultural and developmental
diversity, East Asian states have
pursued export-led economic
development as a path to regime
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and national security. They have also
deliberately cultivated many economic
and strategic partners—regardless

of political system or ideology—in

an open regional order to preserve
independence.

In the face of China’s growing
dominance in its own economies
and over the key industries of the
21st century, East Asian states are
now trying to preserve their own
autonomy vis-a-vis China. Across East
Asia, states are pursuing their own
‘self-reliance’ and ‘economic security’
strategies. They are working to shift
supply chains away from China and are
diversifying their trade and investment
in critical sectors in partnership with
Europe and the United States.

For nearly a century, Chinese
governments of very different political
stripes have worked to shape the
international economic order in ways
that would allow China to pursue
economic interdependence without
undermining its autonomy. As the
world’s small, middle and great powers
alike double down on the pursuit of
autonomy, Xi Jinping’s China must
decide whether it is prepared to help
with the evolution of the international
economic order to preserve autonomy
not only for China, but for all.

Amy King is Associate Professor and
Head of the Strategic and Defence
Studies Centre at The Australian
National University.

She is the author (with Wenting He) of
“The resilience of self-reliance in
China: autonomy, interdependence,
and order-shaping’, forthcoming in
The China Quarterly.

NO PLAN B

Japan can't hedge
against Trump without
stabilising relations

with China

MIKE MOCHIZUKI

ESPITE US President Donald

Trump’s disruptive foreign
policies, Japan is trying to lock in
its alliance with the United States,
out of fear of China. Japanese Prime
Minister Sanae Takaichi has flattered
Trump and appeased his defence and
economic demands while vowing to
implement former prime minister
Shinzo Abe’s vision of a ‘Free and
Open Indo-Pacific’ (FOIP). This is a
strategy that will not work.

Trump has undercut the key pillars
of Japan’s FOIP by defying the rules-
based international order, rejecting
the provision of international public
goods and weakening multilateral
agreements to promote free trade.
The contradiction between embracing
Trump and promoting FOIP is so stark
that it hollows out FOIP’s goals and
principles.

While Japan is fixated on
maintaining supply chain resilience
against possible Chinese economic
coercion, the tragic irony is that
the US-Israeli war against Iran has
sabotaged Japan’s economic security.
Trump’s erratic behaviour means
that US allies can no longer rely on
Washington.

US allies should seriously consider
a Plan B as an alternative to their Plan
A of virtual wholesale accommodation

of Trump. But rather than developing
a Plan B, mainstream Japanese
strategists are advocating what they
call a ‘Plan A+—a hedge against the
uncertainties of US foreign policy.

Under Plan A+, Japan would
supplement its brand of ‘America
First’ diplomacy in two ways. It would
strengthen ties with like-minded middle
powers to counter Chinese military
assertiveness and economic coercion.
Japan would also build up its defence
capabilities to reduce dependence on the
US security commitment.

This dual-track hedge is inadequate
and misguided.

Though European middle powers
are wary of China, they cannot
compensate for a weakening US
security commitment. European states
may show a naval presence, but they
are too distant to play a critical role in
Japan’s paramount security concerns,
such as the defence of Taiwan.

Many European countries have
also reset relations with China in a
more positive direction. This contrasts
sharply with the acute deterioration in
Japan—China relations after Takaichi
became prime minister. Most middle
powers in the Asia Pacific likewise
remain reluctant to join Japan in a
collective defence pact that risks a
military conflict with China.
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Even if Japan builds up its defence
capabilities to deter China, Beijing will
respond with its own military buildup
to dissuade Japan from intervening in
a Taiwan conflict. The ensuing arms
race will favour China, which has more
economic resources and fewer political
constraints on military spending.
China’s vast geographic area makes
Japan more vulnerable to missile
attacks and China more militarily
resilient. A Japanese defence buildup
is not a hedge against a weakening
US security commitment, but wishful
thinking that the United States will
return to its previous role after Trump.
In fact, Japan’s current face-off with
China will make Japan more militarily
dependent upon the United States.

Plan A+ will also exacerbate
Japan—China tensions. The growing

antagonism between Tokyo and
Beijing is becoming a liability for
Japan’s middle power diplomacy.
When Japan was an economic
superpower, Tokyo made the
strategic choice not to become a
great power in the traditional sense
by adopting stringent constraints on
its own defence policies as well as
upholding the pacifist article 9 of the
postwar constitution. Japan therefore
emphasised multilateral cooperation
and pursued positive engagement
with China as well as maintaining its
alliance with the United States.
Today, Japan has been relaxing
many of these self-imposed constraints
and is seriously considering
constitutional revision, but the
relative decline of its economic
capabilities and the shrinkage of its

population are cementing Japan’s
status as a middle power. Even more
so than before, Japan must cooperate
with other countries and eschew
unilateralism. But its current middle
power diplomacy of trying to get Asia
Pacific countries to counter China
will intensify China’s hostility towards
Japan.

Most countries in the region,
however, do not want to choose
between the United States and China,
nor between Japan and China. Though
they prefer Japan to restrain US—China
rivalry, Tokyo is instead anxious about
Trump’s interest in stabilising US—
China relations.

Takaichi has indicated that Japan
remains open to dialogue with China,
but her approach is passive. Tokyo
needs to act proactively to stabilise
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Japanese Prime Minister Sanae Takaichi and US President Donald Trump hold a meeting at the White House in (Washington, D.C., 19 March 2026).
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A more divided and
conflict-ridden world
makes a fundamentally
revised FOIP more vital
for advancing regional

cooperation

relations by addressing concerns

that Japan seeks the independence of
Taiwan or its permanent separation
from China. To reassure China, Japan
should reaffirm the points about
Taiwan made in the 1972 Japan—China
normalisation communique. It should
also explicitly state that it does not
support Taiwan’s independence and
would accept any resolution accepted
by both sides of the Taiwan Strait.

When Japan normalised relations
with China in 1972, then foreign
minister Masayoshi Ohira stated that
Japan does not support the Taiwan
independence movement. Moreover,
former prime ministers Keizo Obuchi
and Yasuo Fukuda reaffirmed this
stance in 1998 and 2007 respectively
by declaring that Japan does not
support the independence of Taiwan.
Since then, Japanese leaders have
refrained from providing this
reassurance to Beijing, which has
raised Chinese suspicions that Japan
is veering away from its one-China
policy.

This shift contrasts sharply with the
United States, which has repeatedly
stated that it does not support
Taiwan’s independence.

Stabilising Japan—China relations
would let Japan reformulate FOIP to
restrain great power competition and

develop a more stable and cooperative
Asia.

HOUGH Japanese officials claim

FOIP is not directed against
China and that Japan would welcome
China’s participation, the operational
reality of FOIP is to counter Chinese
influence. FOIP stresses international
public goods, but Japan’s regional
capacity building, promotion of
connectivity, security minilateralism
(small-group diplomacy among
aligned states) and support for high
standard trade and investment rules
look more like international club
goods.

In May 2026, Prime Minister
Takaichi updated Abe’s FOIP
framework by stressing regional
cooperation to enhance economic
resilience and energy security. But
even under this slightly amended
FOIP framework, Tokyo still seeks
to mobilise Asian countries to resist
China rather than nurture an inclusive
regional order.

A more divided and conflict-ridden
world makes a fundamentally revised
FOIP more vital for advancing regional
cooperation.

Japan could encourage the
deepening of the Regional
Comprehensive Economic Partnership,
the world’s largest regional trade
bloc, which includes China. Tokyo
could push to reduce non-tariff
barriers, accelerate tariff elimination,
strengthen services and investment
rules and improve enforcement and
dispute settlement.

Japan could also be more forward-
looking on China’s interest in
joining the Comprehensive and
Progressive Agreement for Trans-
Pacific Partnership (CPTPP),
encouraging China to undertake the
economic reforms needed to meet
CPTPP standards on labour rights,

environmental protection, digital
trade and state-owned enterprises.
This would help both China and
Taiwan join the CPTPP—facilitating
a resolution of the Taiwan question
through dialogue rather than military
coercion.

A revised FOIP could also help
Japan promote maritime confidence-
building and crisis prevention. For
example, in addition to coast guard
capacity building for Southeast Asian
countries, Japan could encourage
joint exercises with China on search
and rescue missions and responses
to maritime disasters. Tokyo could
also work with Beijing to strengthen
the bilateral maritime and aerial
communication mechanism and
encourage the development of such
mechanisms among other states in the
region.

With the United States having
abandoned international efforts to
address climate change, Japan could
help lead an Asian effort to reduce
greenhouse gas emissions and improve
energy efficiency. This demands
close cooperation with China, which
has made major strides in green
technology, as well as with regional
middle powers.

Reorienting FOIP cuts against
Takaichi’s conservative nationalist
instincts and the mood of the
Japanese people. But a reorientation is
necessary if Japan is to lead as a middle
power that restrains great power
rivalry rather than fuels it.

Mike Mochizuki is Non-Resident
Fellow at the Quincy Institute for
Responsible Statecraft and was holder
of the Japan—US Relations Chair in
Memory of Gaston Sigur at the Elliott
School of International Affairs, George
Washington University from 1999 to
2025.
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PICTURE: LEV RADIN / SIPA USA

South Korean President Lee Jae-myung addresses press ahead of a Security Council meeting at UN Headquarters in New York City (24 September 2025).

South Korea's middie power
diplomacy at an inflection point

SANG YOON MA

EBATES about middle power

diplomacy first emerged after
the Cold War. Led by countries like
Australia and Canada, middle powers
were cast as supporters of the
US-led liberal international order—
both complying with existing rules and
by joining the ranks of norm-setters in
new issue areas.

In South Korea, discussions of
middle-power diplomacy that emerged
in the mid-2000s have since come to
influence successive governments’
policies. While Seoul rarely labels
its approach as ‘middle power
diplomacy; for some two decades it
has nevertheless advanced visions and
programs that stress South Korea’s

contributions to regional and global
norms-building, so as to enhance its
status and influence.

During that time, the middle power
agenda was peripheral to Seoul’s
foreign policy, overridden by ‘hardcore
issues’ of North Korea’s nuclear
and missile programs and securing
peace on the peninsula. Seoul placed
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primary focus on its alliance with

the United States and on managing
relations with Japan, China and Russia.
Middle-power diplomacy was viewed
as a prestige project, not a matter of
survival.

As US—China rivalry intensified
from the mid-2010s, the nature of
Seoul’s middle-power diplomacy
began to change. The 2017-22 Moon
Jae-in administration’s diversification
drive—especially the New Southern
Policy which focused on improving
ties with ASEAN and India—reflected
concerns about excessive trade
dependence on China. The 2022-25
Yoon Suk-yeol administration aligned
more closely with Washington’s
Indo-Pacific strategy by seeking
linkages with US-led minilateral
groupings. South Korean middle
power diplomacy moved towards
hedging—building networks and
redundancy to cushion diplomatic
shocks, while remaining firmly
anchored in a US-led framework.

US President Donald Trump’s
return to the White House in 2025
has shaken that foundation. The
liberal order built and tended to

On one front, Seoul
aims to hedge
against a less reliable
United States by
bolstering defence
capabilities, industrial
competitiveness and

supply-chain resilience

by the United States is now being
eroded by Washington itself. Under
the banner of ‘America First, Trump
has imposed a starkly transactional
approach in which even long-standing
allies are treated as counterparties in
hard bargaining. Norms and values
have faded from US rhetoric—power,
interests and deals have come to
dominate. What began as a gradual
weakening of the liberal order under
pressure from China and Russia now
appears to be accelerating under the

anomaly of Trump 2.0.
M IDDLE-POWER diplomacy is
attracting renewed attention in
this environment, with many hopeful
that middle power coalitions can help
defend and reconstruct the crumbling
rules-based order. At the 2026 World
Economic Forum Meeting, Canadian
Prime Minister Mark Carney
articulated a vision for middle-power
solidarity in a world where the US role
as a benign hegemon can no longer be
taken for granted.

South Korea broadly shares this
diagnosis of the role of middle-power
coalitions, though compared to
Canada, it enjoys less room to
manoeuvre. The US—South Korea
alliance remains the backbone of
Seoul’s security policy—in the face
of an expanding North Korean
nuclear arsenal, there is still no
realistic deterrent strategy that
does not rest on the US security
guarantee. Economically, the
United States accounts for roughly
one-sixth of South Korea’s exports—
heavily concentrated in autos,
semiconductors, petrochemicals and
steel—leaving Seoul acutely vulnerable
to shifts in US tariff policy and
regulations.

The Lee Jae-myung government
has declared a policy of ‘pragmatic
diplomacy centred on the national

Seoul has responded
selectively to proposals
from its European
partners that could
underpin middle-power

cooperation

interest’—holding the alliance as
steady as possible while seeking
to reduce overdependence on
Washington and broaden South
Korea’s autonomy.

On one front, Seoul aims to hedge
against a less reliable United States
by bolstering defence capabilities,
industrial competitiveness and
supply-chain resilience. Greater
capabilities and self-reliance are seen
as essential to sustain an increasingly
transactional alliance relationship.

On another front, Seoul is
intensifying diplomatic diversification.
In 2025, the National Policy Planning
Comnmittee set the goal of ‘realising
a G7+ diplomatic power through
contribution to and participation in
the international community’ and the
Ministry of Foreign Affairs identified
‘diplomatic diversification’ as a key
objective.

In practice, this has meant active
summit diplomacy beyond Washington
and immediate neighbours. After
visiting China and Japan in January
2026, President Lee travelled to
Singapore, the Philippines, India and
Vietnam, and hosted leaders from Italy,
Brazil, Ghana, Indonesia, France and
other countries in Seoul. The first South
Korea—Central Asia Summit is planned
for September 2026.
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Still, Seoul’s efforts to build
middle-power coalitions remain
tentative. Debate over joining the
Quad or AUKUS Pillar 2 has largely
subsided. The US—Japan—South Korea
trilateral framework created at Camp
David in 2023 has been overshadowed
by Washington’s tariff threats and
investment demands, which Seoul
and Tokyo have mostly handled
unilaterally rather than through
coordinated responses.

Seoul has also expressed its
intention to join the Comprehensive
and Progressive Agreement for Trans-
Pacific Partnership but accession
has stalled, in part because Japan
continues to raise the issue of South
Korean restrictions on seafood
imports from Fukushima.

Seoul has responded selectively to
proposals from its European partners

that could underpin middle-power
cooperation. South Korea joined

a UK and France-led initiative to
ensure safe navigation in the Strait of
Hormuz in April 2026 and will likely
attend the June 2026 G7 Summit

at French President Emmanuel
Macron’s invitation. But it remains
non-committal on NATO’s request
for participation in the Prioritised
Ukraine Requirements List—perhaps
wary of any further deterioration in its
relations with Russia.

These patterns suggest that the Lee
government favours issue-by-issue
and interest-based participation
in international coalitions. Such
selectivity is understandable for a
country tightly constrained by alliance
dependence and great power rivalry.
But interests vary by issue and shift
over time, making it difficult to build

stable long-term alignments on that
basis alone.

South Korea’s middle-power
diplomacy stands at an inflection
point. Conceived originally as a
prestige strategy within a stable
liberal order, it is now being asked to
serve as a survival strategy within an
increasingly uncertain world. What
the moment demands from Seoul is
creative and bold statecraft to widen
diplomatic autonomy, even within
the constraints of its alliance with the
United States.

The need for middle-power
cooperation is greater than ever, but
South Korea has only begun to take
cautious first steps.

Sang Yoon Ma is Professor at the
Catholic University of Korea.
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Aides of South Korean President Lee Jae Myung wave to a plane carrying the President at Seoul Air base, as he leaves for Beijing (Seongnam, 4 January 2026).
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RENOVATING THE RULES

PICTURE: WANG JIAXI / VCG
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Intelligent robotic arms perform welding operations on new energy vehicles at Seres Super Factory in Chongging.

A middle power agenda for
the global trading system

SAM HARDWICK

M IDDLE powers can—and likely ~ trading system since its creation. This ~ achieve untrammelled free trade, but

will—maintain and improve is the path that will allow the greatest ~ to reflect a wartime conviction that
the rules-based trading system. The policy certainty, provide scope for economic exclusion would endanger
question is how they should seek to cooperation on the widest range of any lasting peace. The Atlantic Charter
do so. issues and avert a descent into two of 1941 and allied mutual assistance
The right path is to uphold the closed economic blocs. agreements echoed the understanding
principles of non-discrimination and Those principles were a foundation  that without non-discriminatory
openness that have guided the postwar  for the postwar trading system not to access to trade and raw materials,
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global security would remain at risk.
Non-discrimination was necessary
to turn a patchwork of plurilateral
bargains into a public good.

Compared to the interwar and Cold
War periods, today’s global economy
is much more interdependent.
Decades of liberalisation have given
rise to complex global value chains.
Connector countries—those that
do not obviously side with either
the United States or China—help
prevent the extremely costly economic
bifurcation that could otherwise
occur under such intense geopolitical
pressure. The United States and China
have reduced their bilateral trade but
reducing their interdependence is,
thankfully, a much tougher ask.

The rise of global value chains and
connector economies has depended
on the assumption that trade rules
limit discrimination between trading
partners. That principle is now
frequently ignored, as illustrated most
egregiously by the US ‘Liberation Day’
tariffs.

Combining multilateral principles
with smaller groups is not a new
idea. The Asia Pacific model of open
regionalism, which guided the creation
of APEC, is one example. Others

With the world moving
towards multipolarity,
middle powers may
come to be defined by
how they contribute
to a renovated trading

system

argue for principled plurilateralism
and pathfinder multilateralism. What
has changed is that momentum and
urgency have grown, such that this
class of model appears increasingly
necessary to salvage the benefits of
rules-based trade.

HE fact that WTO rulemaking

has slowed does not mean the
problems on its agenda have vanished.
It remains gridlocked over specific
areas of longstanding concern—
subsidies, state-owned enterprises
and trade remedies. While issues such
as what counts as a public body or
how dumping margins are calculated
have been flashpoints, the deeper
problem is that WTO members have
not reached a shared understanding of
what these disciplines should look like.

That is the kind of gap that middle
power economic diplomacy can help
close, since these are the countries
with both the interest and the agency
to rebuild the rules.

In terms of existing industrial
policy standards, an exemplar is the
Comprehensive and Progressive
Agreement for Trans-Pacific
Partnership (CPTPP). Expanding
those rules could come either through
growing the agreement’s membership
or using its provisions as a template in
other settings. Applicants for accession
to CPTPP include Costa Rica, Ecuador,
Taiwan, Ukraine, Uruguay and China.

For China, joining CPTPP would
require deep and extensive reform
—potentially taking many years, if
WTO accession is any guide—but it is
a process in which CPTPP members
have a substantial interest. It would
mean, among other things, China’s
dramatically curbing support for state-
owned enterprises, easing restrictions
on data flows and making credible
commitments on labour rights. Other
paths exist—such as managed trade

..momentum and
urgency have grown,
such that this class

of model appears
increasingly necessary
to salvage the benefits

of rules-based trade

agreements among the great powers—
but the CPTPP stands out because its
middle power members have leverage
and could realise substantial gains
from the reduced fragmentation
that would come from broader
membership.

The most pressing task in trade
governance is to develop shared
rules and norms compatible with
the green energy transition. Two
approaches from earlier agreements
could be starting points—‘traffic
light’ classifications for permitted,
limited and prohibited policies, and
the requirement that governments use
the least trade-distorting instrument
available to achieve a given goal. While
not easy, approaches like these offer
proven conceptual architecture that
can be adapted to current needs rather
than newly invented.

Open plurilateral agreements—
non-discriminatory in application
and open to any economy prepared
to meet their standards—are the
ideal model. Examples include the
WTO Joint Statement Initiative on
services domestic regulation and the
Agreement on E-Commerce, whose
66 participants adopted interim
arrangements in March 2026 to bring

EAST ASIA FORUM QUARTERLY APRIL - JUNE 2026 15


https://www.imf.org/en/publications/wp/issues/2024/04/05/changing-global-linkages-a-new-cold-war-547357
https://www.imf.org/en/publications/wp/issues/2024/04/05/changing-global-linkages-a-new-cold-war-547357
https://www.hbs.edu/ris/Publication Files/24-012_b2f8ef5c-dc1b-4897-b66e-0edea5a20942.pdf
https://www.eria.org/5.1.ASEAN_50_Vol_5_Drysdale.pdf
https://www.eria.org/5.1.ASEAN_50_Vol_5_Drysdale.pdf
https://eastasiaforum.org/2020/09/14/pursuing-principled-plurilateralism-for-japan/
https://www.imf.org/en/publications/fandd/issues/2025/09/point-of-view-multilateralism-can-survive-the-loss-of-consensus-danny-quah
https://www.piie.com/publications/working-papers/2020/why-trump-shot-sheriffs-end-wto-dispute-settlement-10
https://www.piie.com/research/piie-charts/2022/which-countries-are-cptpp-and-rcep-trade-agreements-and-which-want
https://www.piie.com/research/piie-charts/2022/which-countries-are-cptpp-and-rcep-trade-agreements-and-which-want
https://eastasiaforum.org/2024/09/23/australia-can-encourage-chinas-credibility-in-the-cptpp/
https://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/serv_e/jsdomreg_e.htm
https://www.dfat.gov.au/news/media-release/joint-press-release-adoption-wto-agreement-e-commerce-interim-arrangements

digital trade rules into force while
continuing to seek their incorporation
into the WTO rulebook. The process
was co-led by Australia, Japan and
Singapore—three countries that have
been called middle powers in Asia.

In enforcement, the Multi-

Party Interim Appeal Arbitration
Arrangement has helped resolve
WTO disputes while the Appellate
Body is inquorate. It has grown to
cover most of world trade without US
participation, with Paraguay, Malaysia,
the United Kingdom and Vietnam
joining in 2025.

To avoid fragmentation of
international trade, cooperative
arrangements should be open to
countries prepared to make the
necessary commitments. This means
the timely and judicious expansion
of membership. But accession

processes are often opaque, slow
and resource intensive, and that
risks deterring economies with less
negotiating capacity. To reduce those
costs, applicants could be bundled
and assessed collectively against
transparent membership criteria,
streamlining the process and making
accession more feasible.

None of this is to say the WTO
is finished. It still makes progress,
conducts reviews, increases
transparency and, as of 2026, even
collects its dues from the United
States. Even were the WTO to make
no further progress at all, it would
leave behind a stock of agreed rules
that future agreements and smaller
coalitions could build on. The problem
is that the disciplines the institution
most needs to update are ones it
cannot currently address.
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With the world moving towards
multipolarity, middle powers may
come to be defined by how they
contribute to a renovated trading
system. Middle powers are those with
the incentive and influence to keep
rules and norms alive when great
powers defect, and to supply the
enforcement and information needed
for a cooperative trading system to
function. As the trading system has
grown weaker, middle powers may
come to be known as those that
stepped up and defined the next era.

Sam Hardwick is Research Fellow in
the East Asian Bureau of Economic
Research at the Crawford School of
Public Policy, The Australian National
University.
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ASIAN REVIEW: NEW BEGINNINGS
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A voter casts her ballot during Nepal's general election at a polling station in Bhaktapur (5 March 2026).

Nepal's government takes
on old challenges

ANIL SIGDEL

N March 2026, Nepal’s reformist

Rastriya Swatantra Party (RSP)
secured a historic majority in the
Nepalese general election, winning
182 of the 275 seats in the House of
Representatives and forming a new
government under Prime Minister
Balendra Shah. Coming to power just
six months after Gen Z-led protests
toppled the previous leadership, the

RSP has acted quickly to arrest former
prime minister KP Sharma Oli and two
other ministers, simultaneously issuing
a roadmap for sweeping political
reforms. The longstanding dominance
of Nepal’'s major political parties
appears to have ended for good.

While the deadly response to
the September 2025 Gen Z protests
served as the immediate catalyst, the

structural conditions for this historic
political shift had been maturing for
years as the old guard deteriorated
from within. Nepal’s traditional parties
have turned into a gerontocracy
where the top leadership prefer to
make decisions arbitrarily rather than
through collective structures. This

has led to internal failures and public
mistrust. The big parties have long
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failed to inspire a digitally connected
populace, where 40 per cent of citizens
are under 40. Today’s youth never
witnessed Nepal’s leaders in their
‘revolutionary’ prime. Instead, they
view their continued grip on power as
a symptom of state capture.

With top committees and positions
dominated by men in their 60s and 70s,
younger members were relegated to
the role of ‘street muscle! Though the
traditional parties have made some
effort to involve younger members—
among the Central Committee of
the Communist Party for example—

3

they are deprived of genuine agency.
Upward mobility in political parties
generally depends on absolute
personal loyalty to leaders rather than
merit. Even so, the established parties
successfully neutralised generational
dissent by absorbing ambitious
youths into their extensive patronage
ecosystems. Nepali Congress party
President Gagan Thapa is one glaring
example of a party faithful who was
effectively bypassed by a new wave of
independent actors.

In terms of the crisis of
accountability in Nepal, the mother

PICTURE: NARAYAN MAHARJAN / NURPHOTO

Kathmandu's former mayor, and now Prime Minister, Balendra Shah campaigns alongside RSP founding
Chairman Rabi Lamichhane in the lead up to the Nepal general election (Kathmandu, 28 February 2026).

of all ills is inflated election spending.
This has given birth to a vicious cycle
where winning elections requires
corruption, and corruption requires
the protection of power. Leadership
and patronage networks have
entrenched a system that protects
corrupt officials, offers candidacies
to convicted criminals through legal
loopholes and abuses the proportional
representation system to install
spouses and cronies.

Proportional seat quotas are a
fundamental pillar of the constitution.
These are intended to level the playing
field by empowering women and
candidates from marginalised castes
and communities. But parties have
traded these positions for kickbacks
and subverted legal processes to
conceal their wrongdoing. Strategic
decisions are often funnelled through
Cabinet-level decrees to shield top
officials from accountability. At the
local government level, party affiliates
frequently misappropriate funds
through political collusion. Ordinary
people are subject to the extortion of
‘fees’ for basic public services. This
political environment has normalised a
culture of embezzlement, bribery and
extortion.

High-profile cases of like the Lalita
Niwas landgrab, the Giri Bandhu
Tea Estate scandals and the fake
Bhutanese refugee scheme highlight
systemic corruption involving
largescale abuse of state authority
through illegal land transfers or
forged government documents. The
previous government—a coalition
of the Communist Party of Nepal
and Nepali Congress—consistently
prevented Nepal’s permanent
constitutional Commission for the
Investigation of Abuse of Authority
from investigating Cabinet decisions.
Without an effective opposition, they
not only stifled checks and balances
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but also influenced the legal system in
their favour. They also resorted to the
issue of ordinances to bypass Supreme
Court rulings against their actions.
The coalition government used their
‘quota sharing’ system to influence the
constitutional process of appointing
the Chief Justice and Supreme Court
judges and install individuals with
affinity to their parties. The systemic
practice of political quota sharing in
the appointment of senior officials at
public institutions was highlighted
in the appointment of the Vice-
Chancellor at Tribhuvan University—
the largest institution that operates
hundreds of affiliated colleges across
the country. Similarly, the appointment
of the Inspector General of Police
has shown the leaders’ preference
for loyalty over law. The unchecked
influence of partisan student unions
has severely compromised the
institution’s functional autonomy and
academic integrity.

EPALIS have found some

hope for generational change,
accountability and political renewal
in the RSP—primarily in the
unconventional duo of Prime Minister
Balendra Shah and RSP Chairperson
and founder Rabi Lamichhane. The
government immediately began
investigating former officials and
promised a wide crackdown on
corruption. Yet questions remain
about its willingness to follow through
on the recommendations of the Karki
Inquiry Commission established to
investigate the student-led protests, or
to take action against the perpetrators
of public property damage during the
protests.

For the first time since the present
Constitution of Nepal came into effect
in 2015, a prime minister has been
appointed in accordance with Article
76(1). It states that “The President shall

appoint the leader of a parliamentary
party that commands a majority

in the House of Representatives as
the Prime Minister’ The framers of
the constitution had only envisaged
coalition governments.

The RSP’s electoral success was
primarily driven by a protest vote
against the former government’s
handling of the Gen Z protests. The
deaths of young protesters inflamed
longstanding discontent over misrule
and the rise of figures like Shah and
Lamichhane provided a frustrated
electorate with a viable alternative
leadership. Nepal’s young, digitally-
connected and impatient population—
bolstered by a massive, change-hungry
diaspora—accelerated the shift. While
social media was an important tool
in the RSP’s campaigning the party’s
success was more than just a ‘dark
plot’ of algorithmic manipulation as
some commentators tried to portray to
undermine the RSP wave.

The RSP has also managed a
complex cultural synthesis. Prime
Minister Shah has become a national
icon. The 35 year old former mayor of
Kathmandu, revolutionary rapper and
India-educated engineer embodies a
Madhesi identity while advocating for
the restoration of traditional Nepalese
cultural practices. His platform has
united Nepal’s diverse voter base
under a new banner of national pride,
offering a freshness that transcends
old ethnic and regional divides. In a
symbol of religious unity, Shah took
his oath of office accompanied by
both Hindu and Buddhist rituals,
though some observers have argued
that this was at odds with the secular
constitution.

The previous government’s efforts
to keep Lamichhane in custody on
allegations of embezzlement without
sufficient evidence also backfired in
the 2026 election, with the perceived

Leadership and
patronage networks
have entrenched a
system that protects
corrupt officials, offers
candidacies to convicted
criminals through

legal loopholes and
abuses the proportional

representation system ..

persecution garnering significant
public sympathy. His legal struggles
were increasingly viewed as a
desperate attempt by ruling politicians
to sideline a formidable challenger—a
move that ultimately signalled the
coalition’s own weakness and fear.

The RSP has so far embraced the
mandate it was given to hold the
previous government to account.

The new government quickly moved
to arrest former prime minister Oli,
holding him liable for the fatalities that
occurred during the Gen Z protests.
The Karki commission identified

Oli’s negligence during the uprising,
which claimed more than 75 lives.
Former home minister Ramesh Lekhak
and former energy minister Deepak
Khadka, both members of the Nepali
Congress, are also in custody.

By refusing to grant immunity
to elites, the RSP is pursuing
monumental reform that previous
governments have avoided. Provided
that public support is maintained,
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The mandate given
to the RSP was

to punish corrupt
politicians and lead
the country with

honesty ...

this shift could see a permanent
change in Nepal’s political landscape,
where legacy parties can no longer
escape accountability. Historically,
inquiries into corruption in Nepal
were shelved, almost systematically.
But the new government’s arrests and
pledge to investigate all suspected
public corruption since 1990 marks a
major transition. The establishment
parties and their supporters have
labelled the moves as ‘political
revenge, a long familiar shield to
maintain legal immunity for the
ruling elite.

The RSP recognises that political
renewal in Nepal requires a
fundamental shift from viewing
politics as a dynastic and lifelong
profession to a finite public service.
For decades, the established political
class has treated the state as a private
enterprise. In an attempt to dismantle
this, the RSP movement has
deployed the rhetoric of ‘corporate-
style’ efficiency and professional
ethics, reclassifying public office as
temporary stewardship rather than
family inheritance. This represents
a fresh start defined not just by new
faces, but a fresh approach that
replaces old modes of patronage with
a disciplined, principled commitment
to the public good.

The government’s 100-point
roadmap—especially the de-
politicisation of the bureaucracy,
judiciary and educational
institutions—seeks to breathe new life
into the nation. By dismantling the
culture of political interference fuelled
by party-affiliated civil service unions,
the RSP is laying the foundation for a
professional, independent and merit-
based future.

MONG Nepal’s most immediate

challenges is employment
creation. Minister of Finance Swarnim
Wagle’s roadmap emphasises
policy continuity, but with better
implementation. His ambitious agenda
aims for consistent growth of 7-10
per cent through a ‘low rates, high
revenue’ strategy, focusing on reducing
the individual tax burden while
expanding the tax base.

Wagle’s key economic priorities
include emulating India’s JAM
trinity—an interlinked three-pronged
framework of unique digital identity,
financial inclusion and mobile
connectivity. His roadmap identifies
private sector growth as the essential
engine of economic growth and
focuses on the strategic sectors of
digitisation, tourism, green energy and
high-value agriculture. Wagle is also
introducing long-overdue reforms to
the Department of Customs.

As a young party, the RSP is
unburdened by the historical baggage
of the 1950s’ Indo—Nepal and Sino-—
Nepal treaties and has a unique
opportunity to lead a fresh start within
the Nepal-India—China triangle. For
Beijing, the decline of traditional
Marxist parties—which promoted
a pro-China narrative—demands a
more nuanced engagement strategy.
The RSP’s embrace of welfare policies
and social justice for the marginalised
through the framework of citizen-

supremacy and good governance has
trumped the longstanding Marxist
branding of traditional leftist parties.

For New Delhi, Shah’s background
as a Madhesi and his public embrace
of Hindu rituals aligns well with
Indian Prime Minister Narendra
Modi’s priorities and preferences.
Meanwhile, the RSP’s affinity for
Western economic thought positions
the RSP as a more comfortable partner
for Washington compared to Nepal’s
traditional parties.

The RSP is not a monolith, but a
triad consisting of Rabi Lamichhane,
Balendra Shah and the Gen Z
representatives. Whether the RSP
evolves into a cohesive unit or whether
this alliance fractures will determine
the stability and effectiveness of the
government—Nepal’s history is rife
with examples of party members
defecting even while holding power.

The RSP’s landslide victory was
largely propelled by the individual
popularity of Shah and Lamichhane,
not a coherent ideological vision that
brought together diverse interest
groups. Just as Nepal’s establishment
parties grew bloated under arrogant
leaders who could guarantee electoral
wins, the RSP faces a similar threat

With a near two-thirds
majority in the House
of Representatives,
the RSP may turn the
National Assembly

in their favour in the

near future ...
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of personality-driven stagnation.
While the RSP’s emphasis on the
‘right to recall’ its parliamentarians
for unsatisfactory performance

or unacceptable actions is rooted

in good intentions, such power
could pivot towards hegemonic
behaviour. The party’s corporate-
style orientation programs for newly
elected politicians have already been
met with public derision.

With a near two-thirds majority
in the House of Representatives, the
RSP may turn the National Assembly
in their favour in the near future,
giving it powers to reshape Nepal’s
constitution. The policy agenda
includes reducing the number of
federal ministries and potentially
abolishing provincial governments
to create a two-tier system of federal

and local rule. While the RSP is
forming cross-party committees
to manage regional grievances,
sidelined political rivals could come to
undermine the new administration’s
efforts. Additionally, the notorious
inertia of the civil bureaucracy
remains a significant hurdle to the
implementation of the RSP’s vision.

Immediate external and internal
pressures loom large. The ongoing
crisis in the Middle East threatens
Nepal’s primary source of remittances,
with an estimated 1.7 million Nepalis
working in the region. Domestically,
the government’s management of
shocks will be its litmus test—though
public expectations remain grounded
for now.

The mandate given to the RSP was
to punish corrupt politicians and lead

the country with honesty. Though

it would certainly be desirable, the
Nepali people do not demand or
expect a sudden transformation of
national capacities. Some RSP policy
frameworks look like old wine in a
new bottle. Critics have also raised
questions about the new government’s
stance on Lamichhane’s pending
corruption charges, the role of the
Nepal Army during the student-led
protests and the integrity of the new
RSP leaders themselves. Ultimately,
the responsibility for good
governance lies with the people—
having thrown out the old
government, it is up to them to hold
the new government to account.

Anil Sigdel is Lecturer at the University
of Vienna, Austria.
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People planning to apply for foreign employment stand in line for interviews at an overseas recruitment company in Kathmandu.
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China's youth turn to Mao
Zedong Thought

YU YUE

GROWING number of sources

including online discussions
and library loan records suggest that
Chinese youth born in the 1990s and
2000s are increasingly looking to the
Selected Works of Mao Zedong or
Maoxuan, penned between 1926 and
1957, for life advice.

Millennials who entered the
workforce during the rapid expansion
of the digital economy now confront
global industrial and Al competition
in its advancement phase. Gen Z
is navigating a highly competitive,
transitioning economy right from
the start of their professional lives.
In an age marked by turbulence and
disruption worldwide, the founding

For a generation

raised on the promise
of permanent global
prosperity, the current
geopolitical and
economic turbulence
represents a significant
adjustment in career

expectations

father of the People’s Republic of
China has once again captivated a
generation for actively charting their
own path.

Digital platforms like Douyin and
WeChat public accounts are replete
with textual analyses and study guides
extolling Mao’s strategic insights and
political acumen. Social networks
catering to younger audiences—such
as Bilibili, Weibo and Zhihu—feature
study guides on Mao’s strategic
insights and discussions about why
young people are reading Mao. The
subject has amassed millions of
impressions.

Before entering the workforce, most
young people had been introduced
to Mao Zedong Thought primarily
through textbooks as one of the
Chinese Communist Party’s (CCP)
fundamental political ideologies.
While the public was familiar with
the highlights of Mao’s political and
military time, few delved deeply into
the philosophy behind it.

At its core, Mao Zedong Thought
is a comprehensive political theory
that adapts Marxism—-Leninism to
China’s particular historical and social
realities. As a central component of
the CCP’s guiding ideology, it explicitly
recognises the inevitability of conflicts
and foresees the ultimate triumph of
the people.

The evolution of Mao Zedong
Thought in public consciousness
reflected China’s strategic shift. Deng
Xiaoping’s epic economic reforms—

Reform and Opening up—from

the late 1970s shifted the national
narrative from overcoming hardship to
achieving success.

In this context, the West was
transformed from a distant political
rival into a crucial partner in trade and
cultural exchange. As the principle
of ‘pursuing common goals while
reserving differences’ came to reflect
the prevailing public understanding
of China’s foreign policy, the Chinese
public was inclined to envision a
brighter future rather than dwell on
the burdens of the past. This was a
pragmatic and necessary adjustment
for that era.

Mao Zedong Thought, with its
focus on maintaining resilience and
confidence in prolonged periods of
hardship, served merely as a quiet
heritage during China’s economic
boom.

But the trajectory of national
development does not follow a
strictly linear course. While China’s
rapid industrial rise since the 1990s
has been a remarkable success, the
country’s deeper entanglement with
global developments has caused
complexities, creating both challenges
and opportunities. Beijing’s political
influence is continually growing on
the international stage, but it is also
drawn into fierce competition with
Western economies, notably the
United States and the EU, within a
volatile global trade and economic
network.
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Holding a Chinese Communist Party flag, young visitors to the Wuhan Revolutionary Museum pose for photos in front of a statue of Mao Zedong.

HE contrast between the past

and present global economic
landscape is particularly perplexing
for young professionals and college
students, who grew up as witnesses to
significant national accomplishments,
robust international cooperation and
rapid household wealth accumulation.
As they begin their professional
lives, their career paths are clouded
by uncertainty in a fracturing global
network and an extremely competitive
job market with a record high of 12.7
million university graduates expected
to enter the job market in 2026 alone.
Looming ahead is the so-called ‘crisis
of 35’—when pressures of family
obligations and career transitions
coincide with physiological decline
around the age of 35.

Degrees from elite universities

are losing their magic as a means of

climbing the social ladder and many
graduates from these institutions
are shocked to find that they must
compete for average positions. The
career expectation of the younger
generation in the face of global
economic headwinds has shifted
towards a grounded pragmatism. For
a generation raised on the promise
of permanent global prosperity, the
current geopolitical and economic
turbulence represents a significant
adjustment in career expectations.
Young people face structural
challenges without a playbook,

as tremendous social changes
render career advice from previous
generations obsolete.

In response to these mounting
pressures, Chinese youth have
adopted divergent coping strategies.
One prominent but harshly

criticised trend is the embrace of
tang ping—lying flat’ This is a form
of passive disengagement from the
pursuit of pathways to conventional
social success that holds a laid-back
lifestyle as the ultimate life goal. This
phenomenon reflects the widespread
rejection of an environment perceived
as neijuan—"‘spiralling inward.
Young people adopting this course
often appropriate iconography from
Mahayana Buddhism and Daoism

to symbolise their detachment

from worldly ambition and material
achievement.

This cultural shift can be seen
across many domains—most notably
in a reported surge in temple visits by
young people. From February 2023 to
2025, ticket bookings for scenic temple
locations rose by 310 per cent year-
on-year, with those born in the 1990s
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Visitors record a video in front of reliefs of Mao Zedong and soldiers at the Wuhan Revolutionary Museum.

and 2000s accounting for nearly 50 per
cent of all bookings. The market size

is expected to surpass 100 billion yuan
between 2025 and 2026.

In contrast to those choosing to
lie flat, a growing segment of young
people in China has chosen to ‘stay
on the battlefield’ by actively forging
a uniquely generational approach to
thinking and acting in their careers.
Among this cohort, the Selected
Works of Mao Zedong have seen an
unexpected resurgence in relevance
and popularity.

Mao’s Selected Works appeal to
young people primarily as a source of
psychological resilience and practical
wisdom. Rather than inciting conflict,
his writings offer a mental framework
for regaining a sense of agency in an

environment where individuals often
feel unguided. Concepts originally
framed around ‘self-defence’ are
reinterpreted by today’s youth as
the importance of setting healthy
boundaries and protecting one’s inner
peace when mature professional ethos
have not been established. Mao’s
dialectical approach also serves as a
grounding ‘manual’ for prioritising
challenges and calmly navigating
intricate professional environments.
For some young people grappling
with setbacks and uncertainty,
Mao’s philosophy of persistent
determination and inevitable triumph
through endurance provides a form
of psychological reinforcement. It
suggests that struggle and temporary
failure are not terminal conditions

ASIAN REVIEW: LITTLE RED PLAYBOOK

but stepping stones towards eventual
success and vindication. That is driving
a number of Chinese youth towards
Maoism—not as a political ideology
but as a strategic and psychological
manual for navigating career and even
life challenges through patience and
tactical flexibility.

Mao’s most popular articles—such
as On Protracted War, Cast Away
Illusions, Prepare for Struggle and
Farewell, Leighton Stuart!—call for
confident but cautious action in
international struggles. Multiple
scholars have quoted Mao’s strategic
arguments in TV and online programs
for illustrating contemporary China’s
foreign policies and development
status.

This may ring true for young
Chinese people confronting
intensifying geopolitical competition,
economic uncertainty and a sense
of systemic global bias and unfair
treatment led by Western countries.
In the journey towards the ‘great
rejuvenation’ of the Chinese nation,
national confidence and pride for
China’s young generation have been
repeatedly affirmed and reinforced.

In this context, Mao’s modest
background and tumultuous life
story—from a humble teacher to
overcoming repeated military and
political setbacks—is a framework
that legitimises struggle as a
normal, manageable and ultimately
surmountable aspect of life.

Along with the popular renaissance
of Mao’s thought, there is also a
revival of Chinese Machiavellian TV
dramas, such as Ming Dynasty in 1566,
Empresses in the Palace, Lurk and
Yongzheng Dynasty. Mostly filmed and
aired between 2000 and 2010, they
have recently been rediscovered and
reinterpreted online. Ming Dynasty
in 1566 had a lukewarm reception
when it aired in 2007. As of May 2026,
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it is held up as a workplace ‘bible’
and ranks second among mainland
Chinese TV series, scoring a 9.8/10
rating on Douban—China’s largest
movie-ranking website for young
people.

Many new viewers are drawn to the
dramas’ characters who are epitomised
by obscure expressions of emotion
and intent, years of stoic endurance
and plotting, and who are ultimately
rewarded by the immense payoff of
delayed gratification. Rather than
empathising with the success of the
protagonists’ schemes, viewers relate
to the characters’ social conduct and
their navigation of complex milieus.

If Mao provides the strategic theory,
these historical dramas provide
simulation-based training.

HILE the revival of interest

in Maoism underscores the
resilient attitude of China’s younger
generation, its broader implications
should be noted. Veneration of Mao’s
Selected Works may be seen by some as
a manifestation of a greater desire for
a more consistent understanding for
Chinese society. Young people’s desire
for a fair and honest working and
living environment is becoming central
to their professional aspirations.
Xiamen Daily, for example, reported
that growth chances and work-life
balance take precedence over salary
among job-seeking graduates.

This is not to say that the younger
generation is reluctant to commit.
Most are willing to sacrifice their time
and effort to work, provided they find
genuine fulfilment in their jobs and
share the aspiration of seeing China
prosper through the hard work of
several generations. Overtime work
is generally acceptable so long as it is
paid and meaningful. Salary cuts are
tolerable if they are reasonable and
shared equally.

Yet because of the softening job
market, people prioritise securing a
position first and then learning the
ropes, which grant employers greater
leverage, leaving most inexperienced
employees subject to a supply—
demand imbalance at the very start of
their careers.

The primary concern is not
temporary career hurdles, but the
normalisation of chronic insecurity.

If an entire generation internalises a
strained labour—management dynamic
as an inevitable aspect of professional
life, the long-term societal impact
will be profound. Such normalisation
not only weighs on the wellbeing

of individuals and also weakens the
traditional bonds of trust across
generations—potentially dimming the
aspirations and moral frameworks of
those coming of age.

To safeguard workers’ rights, the
Chinese government has established
a comprehensive system of labour
arbitration, citizen hotlines and public
grievance mailboxes for officials at
all levels. Many people have shared
stories of successfully defending their
interests and securing compensation
through these channels, appreciating
that the system generally leans towards
the more vulnerable party. But what
follows presents a greater challenge—
individuals who have gone through
labour arbitration often face concerns
about future employment.

Many employers—especially
large private corporations—conduct
thorough background checks to
screen out candidates with prior
arbitration records, making some
workers cautious about accepting legal
support on social media. There are
similar worries for people who expose
workplace disputes on social media,
fearing they might be doxed or face
warnings and charges brought by their
employers.

As aresult, job seekers are shifting
their preference to the public sector
and state-owned institutions where a
favourable reputation has accumulated
over time. This is not merely for
stability or protection against
unexpected job market fluctuations.

It is also because public institutions
adhere strictly to state regulations
during unforeseen personal crises.
They actively provide employment
security, refrain from arbitrary layoffs
and offer humanitarian aid through
worker unions and party organisations
when employees or their families
face emergencies. This is more about
securing the bottom line rather than
solely pursuing career advancement.

For similar reasons, most foreign
enterprises are highly favoured
in China. They reliably guarantee
basic employee benefits—such as
reasonable annual leave, medical
compensation, timely social security
contributions and proper severance
pay—and are generally more open
to hiring individuals with arbitration
records because they face rigorous
supervision. In contrast, driven by
development pressure, many domestic

Veneration of Mao's
Selected Works may
be seen by some as
a manifestation of
a greater desire for
a more consistent
understanding for

Chinese society
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In a globally shrinking
economic space,
resources have
become objectively
scarce [and] the
younger generation
must diligently carve
out recognition and
independence within
a fiercely competitive

environment

companies attempt to increase
efficiency by optimising workforce
deployment, resulting in compromises
on employee protections. There have
even been cases where job offers

are unexpectedly rescinded without
compensation, leaving candidates to
face difficulties as they often hesitate
to pursue arbitration.

While the government has earned
the trust of many young people and
their parents through years of practical
action—particularly by building
accessible and credible channels
for defending rights, reporting
illegal conduct and pursuing social
justice—even the best system cannot
prevent the apprehension, anxiety
and overwhelming concern felt by
individuals amid profound shifts in the
broader environment. This underlying
wariness unfortunately leads people to
weaponise well-intentioned channels
against one another.

HIS high-pressure atmosphere

has also penetrated higher
education. Medical students, graduate
students and doctoral candidates
are seeking help online—like the
PhD student who wrote to a Nature
column for advice on his ‘toxic’
relationship with his supervisor—to
figure out how to handle student—
adviser relationships that are taking
a heavy toll on their wellbeing. The
immense pressure stems not only
from the tedious and arduous nature
of scientific research but also from the
dilemma of not knowing how to refuse
administrative and personal errands
in a society built on deep care and
reverence for seniority.

Most of these tasks assigned by
advisers fall far outside a student’s
academic responsibilities. Yet,
burdened by the pressure to graduate
and secure scholarships, as well as the
delicate transition from pure students
to independent adults, those who
cannot simply drop out must rely
entirely on their own willpower and
ideological self-improvement to forge
ahead. For some, Mao’s Selected Works
are an obvious touchstone and source
of comfort.

Most young people are still trying
to digest these issues internally and
attempting to resolve problems by
playing by the system’s rules. But
things are becoming wry in many
ways. Mao’s spiritual guidance
may serve them well, but the
actual tactics they resort to are far
from praiseworthy. More drastic
suggestions, ranging from overt
performative distress and divisive
interpersonal manoeuvres to the
strategic highlighting of mental
vulnerabilities are provided among
online communities. Many of the
extreme technical tactics being
employed are acts of desperation—
cases in which individuals have yet to

fully grasp the proper means and limits
for resolving social contradictions.

The resulting negative impacts
are destructive and unwanted by all
parties involved. Employees suffer
from emotional fatigue in office
politics, employers keep vigilant for
‘landmines’ from their own staff, while
the government is forced to waste
more resources on balancing labour—
management relations. But this also
suggests that the younger generation
is still willing to uphold the system
itself, hoping to keep these so-called
generational power struggles within
bounds. This shift underscores the
urgent need for more robust social
support for students and junior
professionals in China.

In a globally shrinking economic
space, resources have become
objectively scarce. Consequently,
the younger generation must
diligently carve out recognition
and independence within a fiercely
competitive environment. The burden
of navigating this new reality has
become increasingly heavy, inflicting
physical and psychological damage
on many. Yet, while this manifests
as profound exhaustion from long-
term hypervigilance and a reluctance
to pass these burdens on to the next
generation, it has also forged in them
a philosophical exploration of Chinese
political wisdom.

The generation that was once
sheltered by the placid global climate
is struggling for a decent foothold. Not
with swords and shields but with their
will and minds based on a 100-year-
old playbook.

Yu Yue is a researcher and
International Program Coordinator
at the Department of Exchanges,
Shanghai Institutes for International
Studies.
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INSIDER OR OUTSIDER

India’s limits as a middle

power

DEEPA M OLLAPALLY

HE Strait of Hormuz crisis multipolar world. But the country’s
has sharpened calls for more strategic posture limits how deep its
diplomatic options to manage participation in such cooperation
the United States’ costly use of might go.
coercion. Serious middle power Whether the existing global order
collaboration is an attractive option, is unipolar, bipolar or multipolar is
aligning with India’s preference for a a matter of debate. A fragmented

Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi addresses a plenary session of the G20 Leaders’ Summit (Johannesburg, 22 November 2025).

geopolitical landscape does not
constitute multipolarity when the
material power gaps between the
United States and others—including
China—are so stark. The 2025
BRICS declaration, which called

for stronger consultations between

PICTURE: MISPER APAWU / POOL VIA REUTERS
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The possibility that
US allies might defect
from a middle power
coalition limits the
potential for deep
security cooperation

led by India

developing countries ‘in the context
of the contemporary realities of the
multipolar world, would seem at best
aspirational.

Ships and boats in
the Strait of Hormuz,
Oman (May 2026).

Middle power cooperation to
stabilise an increasingly unpredictable,
US-dominated order is likely to be
limited and episodic. For India, even
where interests align with key regional
players, differences in tolerance for
superpower pressure and a lack
of strategic trust constrain deeper
diplomatic collaboration.

Multipolar systems are
conventionally assumed to be more
unstable than unipolar or bipolar ones,
given the greater scope for strategic
miscalculation among a larger number
of players. The push for multipolarity
began in the late 1990s as a Russian-
led effort, alongside India and China,
to check American unipolarity.

India’s own resistance to Western
dominance comes from its roots
as a post-colonial state. From non-

alignment at independence to multi-
alignment since the 1990s, New Delhi
has sought to maximise independence
in foreign policy—even if its actions
provoke international pressure as it
faced on the Russia—Ukraine war.
Unlike other powers, India also prefers
a multipolar order because it sees itself
becoming one of few roughly equal
powers or poles.

Asian middle powers are a disparate
group and India sits uncomfortably
within the category. In 2025, the Lowy
Institute Asia Power Index reclassified
India as the sole major power, ranking
it third—just above Japan but well
behind the United States and China.
In this scheme India is much closer to
the middle power category. Though
India is far ahead of other states in
diversifying partnerships to reduce

PICTURE: REUTERS / STRINGER
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reliance on the United States, this
shared interest does not readily
translate into a common security
agenda.

The Russia—Ukraine war illustrated
India’s commitment to strategic
autonomy. It maintained close Russian
ties despite the clear opprobrium of
its Quad partners and has opposed
the securitisation of the Quad. India is
also highly unlikely to join a potential
military grouping of middle powers.

India has instead been actively
engaging in a wave of issue-based
minilateral groups to improve
resilience with or without US
involvement. The Supply Chain
Resilience Initiative with Japan and
Australia and the India—France—
Australia trilateral are emblematic
of this approach. In 2026, India also
joined the 15-participant Pax Silica
initiative led by the United States—
reducing China’s grip on critical
minerals is an important strategy for
India in reducing its competitor’s
leverage.

Many middle powers are described
as ‘hedging’—a defensive posture
employed by states wary about threats
from great powers. The concept
itself is open to interpretation and is
often used loosely to describe a wide
range of behaviours that lie between
balancing and bandwagoning.

States are typically thought to
have more options for hedging under
multipolarity than under bipolarity
or unipolarity. But many Asian
states seem to have found ways to
hedge even under unipolarity, as the
large number of middle powers that
conduct naval exercises with both
China and the United States indicates.
Their biggest fear is a bipolar conflict
between the United States and China,
which would bring strong pressures to
choose sides and eliminate the benefits
that come from engaging with both.

India’s foreign policy cannot,
however, be described as simply
hedging. India’s nuclear and
conventional capabilities provide a
level of deterrence unmatched by
most other middle powers. Its strategy
is closer to internal balancing—
unlike most other hedgers, India has
consistently rejected alliances. Indian
leaders cannot violate the alliance
taboo without losing significant
domestic legitimacy, a concern that
other states do not have.

NDIA will thus calibrate relations

with key middle powers such as
Japan and Australia, which continue
to depend on the United States for
security and are more vulnerable to US
demands. The possibility that US allies
might defect from a middle power
coalition limits the potential for deep
security cooperation led by India.

A crucial question is whether calls
from regional middle powers for
multipolarity are a short-term reaction
to US high-handedness rather than a
long-term aspiration like India’s. At
the Munich Security Conference in
February 2026, US Secretary of State
Marco Rubio whitewashed Western
colonial expansion and called for a
“Western supply chain’ to regain its
position. The standing ovation he
received from a supposedly critical
European audience highlighted the
thinness of international criticism of
the United States.

One promising way for disaffected
middle powers to build strategic trust is
to provide regional public goods in the
face of a dysfunctional hegemon. The
public good most at risk is freedom of
navigation, which affects all states and
can offer an immediate test.

Yet when a US submarine
torpedoed the Iranian ship /RIS Dena
off the coast of Sri Lanka as it returned
from a multilateral exercise hosted

Unlike other powers,
India also prefers

a multipolar order
because it sees itself
becoming one of few
roughly equal powers

or poles

by India, the official Indian response
was silence. New Delhi was unwilling
to challenge the United States, losing
an opportunity to assert leadership
in its core Indian Ocean domain.
Leadership signalling—and more—
could have been expected under
true multipolarity. The only middle
power effort in the face of the Strait
of Hormuz crisis has been the ill-
defined coalition spearheaded by the
United Kingdom and France to explore
opening the Strait, which India joined.
The fragmented global order
continues to constrain most middle
powers from exercising autonomy in
high-stakes security decisions. Middle
power coalitions that could spread
the risks are unlikely to form without
strong common security interests, the
capacity to withstand external pressure
and strategic trust. Regional middle
powers are thus likely to continue
hedging—though perhaps with a
few taking inspiration from India’s
approach.

Deepa M Ollapally is Research
Professor at the Elliott School
of International Affairs, George
Washington University.

EAST ASIA FORUM QUARTERLY APRIL - JUNE 2026 29


https://eastasiaforum.org/2025/11/02/a-united-states-that-is-disintegrating-and-no-longer-a-leader-in-asia/
https://eastasiaforum.org/2026/01/15/india-walks-the-trump-tightrope/
https://eastasiaforum.org/2026/01/15/india-walks-the-trump-tightrope/
https://eastasiaforum.org/2024/05/07/india-moves-from-straddling-fences-to-standing-tall/
https://eastasiaforum.org/2024/05/07/india-moves-from-straddling-fences-to-standing-tall/

SHARED VISION

PICTURE: REUTERS / CHALINEE THIRASUPA

Malaysia's Prime Minister Anwar Ibrahim speaks with Indonesia's President Prabowo Subianto and Canada’s Prime Minister Mark Carney at the 47th ASEAN
Summit and Related Summits in Kuala Lumpur (26 October 2025).

ASEAN's path to middle
power status

RIZAL SUKMA

SEAN has long been urged to

act as a collective middle power,
but especially now as the strategic
environment in which it operates
grows more uncertain. The challenges
facing ASEAN—including intensifying
great-power rivalry, regional tensions
and domestic challenges, have made
these calls more urgent.

Yet ASEAN’s diversity constrains
collective action, meaning its middle
power role must be driven by a shared
regional agenda.

Middle power status is often
attributed to states with a set
of unique, albeit contentious,
characteristics. It is often associated
with medium-sized states—both in

terms of geographic size and material
power—with diplomatic capacity to
influence issues of global importance.
While definitions vary, emphasis tends
to fall less on size than on capability
and economic strength, alongside a
willingness to champion common
interests, mobilise global support and
prioritise multilateralism.
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Any attempt to assign ASEAN
middle power status must grapple with
the organisation’s internal diversity.
Differences in threat perception,
strategic orientation and foreign policy
priorities among ASEAN’s 11 member
states dictates that ASEAN resorts
to the principle of lowest common
denominator in decision-making. This
makes agenda-setting within ASEAN
difficult and typically produces only
vague commitments.

While all member states are
committed to multilateralism as a
central diplomatic instrument, they do
not clearly agree on whether ASEAN
should act as a collective middle
power and what common agenda
it should pursue at the global level.
While ASEAN has the means to act
as a middle power, it still lacks the
alignment and resolve to do so.

Despite these constraints, there is
potential for ASEAN to play a role
as a middle power. This role must be
defined, however, in more limited
terms, focusing on advancing regional
interests rather than projecting global
influence or activism.

Several strategic developments,
while posing significant challenges,
also create the opportunity and the
necessity for ASEAN to consider a
middle power role.

ASEAN must act
collectively and with
greater unity to
navigate dramatic
changes in the global

order

The rapid unravelling of the postwar
liberal international order means
ASEAN operates in a world where
international law and institutions
are trampled by great powers, rules
are ignored and military force is
more openly used as an instrument
of power. The anarchical nature of
international politics is also becoming
more pronounced, with many parts
of the world in open conflict and war.
While ASEAN’s neighbourhood in
East Asia remains relatively peaceful
amid potential flashpoints, in this
environment, ASEAN must act
collectively and with greater unity
to navigate dramatic changes in the
global order.

RESERVING peace, as a

precondition for prosperity, can
serve as a regional agenda of common
concern. ASEAN should encourage
its East Asian partners—particularly
within the ASEAN+3 and the Regional
Comprehensive Economic Partnership
(RCEP) arrangements—to recognise
their joint responsibility to ensure
peace and prosperity in the region. On
this strategic agenda, ASEAN could
operate more effectively as a collective
middle power.

ASEAN needs to promote a
common agenda to function as a
middle power in the region. A central
priority is resilience-building. This
requires collaboration with ASEAN’s
East Asian partners within ASEAN+3
and RCEP—including with China,
Japan, South Korea, Australia and New
Zealand—to build regional resilience.
ASEAN and its partners need to
embrace a notion of comprehensive
regional security—one that conceives of
security beyond its military dimension,
recognises the interconnectedness
of economic and security issues and
places human security at the centre of
security-building efforts.

ASEAN's diversity
constrains collective
action, meaning its
middle power role
must be driven by

a shared regional

agenda

To do this, ASEAN and its partners
must agree on a shared vision of
regional order. ASEAN will also
need to prioritise issues of common
concern—including energy security,
food security and the climate crisis—as
the basis for building comprehensive
regional resilience. ASEAN’s
credentials as a middle power will
depend on the extent to which it is
committed to promoting these issues.

Another priority is the development
of a regional conflict prevention
mechanism. Existing dialogues and
cooperation between ASEAN and
Australia on this issue could serve
as the foundation for a region-wide
framework. ASEAN and its East Asian
partners might consider establishing
an Eminent and Experts Group—with
members drawn from each ASEAN
and RCEP state—to recommend a
roadmayp for conflict prevention.

This effort could be modelled on

the ASEAN Geoeconomics Task
Force, which has proven effective in
generating and exploring new ideas for
ASEAN to consider.

With its current divergent interests
among members, ASEAN cannot
function as a fully fledged collective
middle power. At most, it could
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operate as a regional middle power,
not a global one. And even this would
require institutional adaptation and
reform.

ASEAN must also address concerns
about its reputation and credibility.
As great-power politics reasserts
itself, ASEAN is increasingly seen as
struggling to avoid paralysis. Critics
view the organisation’s strategic
relevance and reputation—centred
on its self-proclaimed centrality —as
declining. One way of addressing
these concerns is to act as a collective
middle power.

ASEAN might not yet qualify as
a collective global middle power, but
developments in the international
environment have created an
opportunity for it to act as a collective
regional middle power. To do so,
ASEAN must identify a clear common
agenda to pursue. Regional resilience-
building and a regional conflict
prevention mechanism are agendas that
can transform ASEAN from a norms-
making and norms-sharing institution
into a rule-making one.

Rizal Sukma is Senior Fellow at the
Centre for Strategic and International
Studies, Jakarta. He was Indonesia’s
ambassador to the United Kingdom,
Ireland and the International Maritime
Organization from 2016 to 2020.

EASTASIAFORUN

Quarte
OUR NEXT ISSUE ...

JAPAN'S NORMALISATION

www.eastasiaforum.org

PUNCHING ABOVE ITS WEIGHT
Singapore's middle
power muscle

JOSEPH CHINYONG LIOW

N THE wake of intensifying great

power rivalry, the spotlight has
fallen on middle powers—states that
lack the comprehensive capabilities
of great powers but can still exert
influence through diplomacy,
coalition-building and leadership.
Singapore demonstrates how smaller
middle powers can advance their own
national interests by defending and
strengthening multilateralism.

Singapore is probably not the
first name that appears on any list of
middle powers. After all, the city-
state is one of the smallest countries
in the world—barely a tenth of the
size of Shanghai—with a population
of only 6 million, including a sizeable
foreign labour force. Nor do its
leaders explicitly describe Singapore
as a middle power, preferring instead
to emphasise its role as a proactive
and constructive participant in the
international system.

But set aside its size and population,
Singapore looks very different when
assessed against other metrics of state
power. Singapore is among the world’s
richest countries. It is also arguably the
most connected, making it a central
node for global trade and commerce.
It houses an airport, maritime port
facilities and oil refineries that are
consistently ranked among the best—
if not the best—in their respective
industries. Its population is among
the most educated in the world. Its
model of governance, while hardly

perfect, is often seen as an example for
many countries in the so-called Global
South.

It is for this reason that The
Economist writes that Singapore
‘punches above its weight! While its
own leaders shy away from describing
the country as a ‘middle power, global
leaders regularly use the term when
referring to the city-state—doing so
in recognition of its visible role in
advancing multilateralism.

There is now little doubt that the
global multilateral order is in crisis.
As major global transitions drive
social change and political dislocation,
Singapore has maintained that
preserving multilateralism is of the
utmost importance. The government
has also insisted on using all tools at its
disposal to bolster the key features of
the multilateral order—international
law, international cooperation and an
open global trading system.

The reason for Singapore’s relentless
pursuit of these objectives is simple—
for a small state, these features of
the global order are imperative, if
not existential. Their preservation
has taken on even greater urgency as
great powers increasingly dismiss or
disregard small states.

As Singapore’s former prime
minister Lee Hsien Loong explains:
‘For small countries like Singapore,
multilateral institutions, systems
and laws are critical for our survival.
These give us a stake in the global
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commons, and a means to defend
and advance our interests. A rules-
based system imposes responsibilities
on all countries, and creates a stable
environment for all. This is why
Singapore is a staunch advocate of
the UN, international law, and of the
multilateral system!

Singapore has put these principles
into practice through its multilateral
diplomacy. The country has long
been a proactive member of the
international community, not only as
a participant but also as the originator
of several initiatives and minilateral
organisations. These include the
Global Governance Group, the Digital
Economic Partnership Agreement,
the Forum of Small States and the
P4—a precursor to the Trans-Pacific
Partnership, which later evolved into

the Comprehensive and Progressive
Agreement for Trans-Pacific
Partnership.

At the height of the global
COVID-19 crisis and amid an
absence of leadership from major
powers, Singapore stepped forward
to initiate and co-chair the Friends
of the COVAX Facility alongside
Switzerland. The facility played a
crucial role in coordinating the global
distribution of COVID-19 vaccines.
Singapore was also the chair of a UN
working group tasked with examining
information and communications
technology, cybersecurity and digital
cooperation, in addition to leading
several initiatives related to climate
change.

While Singapore has clearly
leveraged its capabilities to play

Because, like many
other middle

powers, Singapore
remains committed

to operating within

the constraints of
multilateral institutions,
its influence often
depends on their

smooth functioning
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Singapore's Prime Minister Lawrence Wong speaks with his Minister for Foreign Affairs, Vivian Balakrishnan, and Australian Prime Minister Anthony Albanese
during the 5th ASEAN-Australia Summit (Kuala Lumpur, 28 October 2025).
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an outsized role in global affairs, it
remains—like all middle powers—
structurally limited in both what it can
achieve and how much it can shape the
international system.

As a middle power, Singapore
still operates within a system that
is largely shaped by major powers.
This means that, even as it seeks to
exercise influence on the global stage,
it must ultimately adapt to—rather
than shape—the policies of great
powers like the United States and
China. This renders it vulnerable to
great power competition, limits its
room to manoeuvre diplomatically and
compels trade-offs that can blunt its
global influence.

SHOCKS TO THE SYSTEM

Because, like many other
middle powers, Singapore remains
committed to operating within
the constraints of multilateral
institutions, its influence often
depends on their smooth functioning.
This means that institutional
gridlock—such as the impasse
that has long afflicted the WTO—
invariably limits its influence.
Singapore’s reputation as a middle
power has also been built on its
activism in an international landscape
that was relatively stable, global and
increasingly interdependent. That
landscape is undergoing fundamental
change, becoming fragmented,
contested and decoupled.

The fragmentation of the
multilateral order will narrow
Singapore’s room to manoeuvre.

Yet these pressures will also create
demand for trusted conveners
committed to championing the need
for rules to regulate international
affairs under shifting geopolitical
circumstances. This remains
Singapore’s core strength and source of
leverage—grounded in its connectivity,
capability and credibility.

Joseph Chinyong Liow is Dean and
Wang Gungwu Professor in East Asian
Affairs at the Lee Kuan Yew School of
Public Policy, National University of
Singapore.

Australia’s agency to
own choice

craft its

NICK BISLEY

E DON’T have to choose.

For nearly two decades,
this statement defined Australian
political and policy elites’ approach
to the country’s principal strategic
dilemma. Canberra’s security and
defence policy was bound to the
United States through its alliance,
while its economy was propelled by
China’s appetite for Australian exports.
Australian leaders believed they
could, with some judicious diplomacy,
maintain beneficial ties with both sides
indefinitely.

This approach was informed by
optimism about the geopolitical
circumstances of the early 21st century
and rested on core assumptions about
Chinese and US behaviour that have
proven badly misplaced.

Like others, policy leaders in
Australia assumed that China’s
post-Mao political settlement would
endure. The Chinese Communist Party
had tied itself to economic growth,
requiring a technocratic approach
to domestic governance as well as
a moderate and risk-averse foreign

policy. Canberra presumed that China
would always have leaders like former
Chinese president Jiang Zemin.

Australian decision-makers also
assumed that the United States would
always approach its interests in Asia
as it had for decades. US primacy
would underpin the region’s strategic
stability, while Washington would
support its allies and pursue a broadly
liberal approach to international
relations.

For Australian foreign policy, 2016
was a watershed year as Australian
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A man walks next to an oversized plush kangaroo at Australia's booth at China International Fair for Trade in Services in Beijing (September 2025).

political leaders began to voice
growing concerns about China.
Beijing’s deviation from the post-
Mao path had been visible since at
least 2012 but it took four years for
Canberra to respond.

That year also brought US President
Donald Trump to the White House
for the first time, though the shifts in
foreign policy took longer to surface.
A chaotic first Trump term had, at
its core, changed the direction of
long-term US strategic policy though
the Biden administration promised a
return to the norm. A decade on, no
one can doubt that US foreign policy
has now entered a new phase and
Australia faces a very different world
from the one it assumed it would
inhabit.

The material circumstances that
gave rise to the ‘never having to
choose’ mantra have not changed.
China remains Australia’s top trade
partner, accounting for more than
a third of its exports. The security
relationship with the United States has
become even closer, epitomised by the
AUKUS agreement to acquire nuclear
powered submarines and advanced
security technology.

Both countries are now sources of
coercion and each presents distinctive
risks to Australia and the region.
China’s economic pressure has caused
hardship in parts of the Australian
economy. Yet even in the face of the
pressure from Beijing and Canberra’s
exhortations to diversify, the economic
interdependence between the two

countries remains largely unchanged.
That the United States, an ally and
friend for decades, has shredded its

Australia’s early 21st
century strategy was
complacent because
it assumed that the
great powers would
always act as if it was

forever 2005
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treaty commitments, turned its back
on the liberal international order and
shown contempt for the long-term
strategic utility of alliances is more
surprising.

This period has also underscored
something recognised during the
COVID-19 pandemic but which
quickly receded: states need to be
better able to look after their own
interests. Dependence—whether on
imported hydrocarbons, exports of
iron ore or intelligence and security—
comes with inherent vulnerabilities. In
good times these are hidden and when
those times last for decades they come
to be seen as normal and reliable.

The shocks—COVID-19, the
Russian invasion of Ukraine, Trump’s
upending of the global tariff regime
and US—Israeli war on Iran—should
make clear to Australian leaders the
pressing need for greater resilience
and autonomy in an unstable world.

The great powers are not only in
competition with one another—their
approaches towards the system mean
lesser states must advance their
interests and values or risk being
trampled underfoot. Like many trade-

Although it may take a
generation to achieve,
Australia must become
less dependent on its
alliance for its own
security and bolster

its contribution to

regional stability

dependent, liberal states, Australia has
been exposed by the shifting attitudes
of the major powers and must manage
the risks of an international order in
which raw power plays a much greater
role.

USTRALIA should take some
inspiration from Finland’s
‘values-based realism’ as described by
its President Alexander Stubb. It needs
to focus on its critical interests and the

values underpinning them, working
with partners to advance and protect
those interests.

Australia is most threatened by
the erosion of the global trade regime
and the broader rules governing
international relations. The biggest
problem for non-great powers relates
to hard power. Although it may take a
generation to achieve, Australia must
become less dependent on its alliance
for its own security and bolster its
contribution to regional stability.

The most immediate focus should
be on building coalitions of trading
states who can buttress the liberal
trade regime. Liberal approaches to
trade are threatened by US hostility
and the growing mercantilism
prompted by geopolitics and the
securitisation of key sectors, especially
high-technology areas.

The work that turned the
Trans-Pacific Partnership into the
Comprehensive and Progressive
Agreement for Trans-Pacific
Partnership (CPTPP) after the
United States quit illustrates what
can be done. As does the creation
of the Multi-Party Interim Appeal
Arbitration Arrangement by members
of the WTO frustrated by the stalling
of its dispute resolution process.

Most states in Australia’s region
share these concerns about trade,
the erosion of rules and fears about
strategic instability. Canberra

has a strong record of diplomatic
collaboration and entrepreneurial
statecraft. Examples include the
expansion of security ties with
Japan, the Philippines, Vietnam and
Indonesia. The recent conclusion of
the EU free trade agreement signals
that trade policy need not head in an
illiberal direction.

Canberra should advocate for the
expansion of CPTPP membership,
including support for China’s
application for accession while
maintaining high standards for all
participants. It can also help align
CPTPP with the EU to underpin a
more liberal global trade regime.

The scale of this diplomatic task
should not be understated. Australia’s
early 21st century strategy was
complacent because it assumed that
the great powers would always act as
if it was forever 2005. Policy settings
have been recalibrated but remain
shaped by a view of the world that is
becoming increasingly out of date.

China and the United States have
both changed. Asia’s regional powers
have significant collective capacity
and a shared sense of what kind of
region they want. The challenge is
to galvanise them around a shared
vision of that future, to invest in and
build that order. It will take decades
for Australia and its partners to move
themselves towards greater resilience
and autonomy but it is work that needs
to begin immediately.

Nick Bisley is Pro Vice-Chancellor for
Research and Professor of International
Relations at La Trobe University. He

is Co-chair of the Council for Security
Cooperation in the Asia-Pacific
Australian Member Commiittee.
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OUT WITH THE OLD ORDER

How to rebuild what the
great powers broke

YVES TIBERGHIEN

HE age of disruption and great

power geopolitics has arrived.
Singapore’s Foreign Minister has
called the traditional underwriter of
rules-based globalisation a ‘revisionist
power’—a term once reserved for
Russia and China. Wars have broken
out in Ukraine, the Middle East and
Iran. Securitisation of trade and

technology is threatening economic
integration. Artificial intelligence
and the green-tech revolutions are
upending economic relations.

In principle, this is bad news
for middle powers. Yet the power
transition and erosion of institutions
and norms also signal opportunity.
Unipolarity, hierarchy and strict

bipolarity are behind us. The
combination of uncertainty and
multipolarity opens up an exceptional
arbitrage gap for smart middle powers.

The two great powers—plus
Russia—often neutralise each other
and follow competitive scripts that
limit their ability to provide public
goods during the transition.
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Canadian Prime Minister Mark Carney and his wife Diana Fox Carney arrive at Kingsford Smith Airport in Sydney (3 March 2026).
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Middle powers are
uniquely endowed to
be initiators, agenda-
setters and pathfinders
in urgently needed

forms of multilateralism

Shipping vessels
anchored along
Sinagpore’s coast.

Old patterns from the mid-1990s
and early 2000s where middle powers
in the Global North—the EU, Japan,
Canada and Australia—could fill that
gap are insufficient. These countries
are now greatly constrained by
security dependence on the United
States. Rising middle powers in
the Global South, including India,
Indonesia, Vietnam, ASEAN as a
whole, the Gulf countries and Brazil,
are crucial actors in new forms of

PICTURE: SUHAIMI ABDULLAH / NURPHOTO

middle power-led public goods
provision.

North-South middle power
coalitions have the ability and
motivation to offer solutions to the
systemic problems that the world
now faces and to heavily influence the
churn in the global order. They can
act as idea entrepreneurs, coalition
builders and change catalysts.

Global North middle powers
represent 34 per cent of global GDP,
against 27 per cent for the United
States and 17 per cent for China
measured at current exchange rates.
Global South middle powers, those
ranked in the top 50 in terms of global
GDP, represented 18 per cent of global
GDP in 2024. Middle powers are the
global majority in the economy and
world population.

Canadian Prime Minister Mark
Carney captured this middle power
zeitgeist in a dramatic speech at the
normally dull Davos Global Forum
on 20 January 2026. Carney called the
disruption a ‘rupture’ in the global
order and announced that the old
order was partly hypocritical and ‘is
not coming back! He urged the world
to take the measure of current danger
and to react. The world took notice.

Carney called for middle power
leadership. “The middle powers must
act together, because if we’re not at
the table, we're on the menu! Middle
power leadership, he argued, ‘means
building what we claim to believe in,
rather than waiting for the old order
to be restored. It means creating
institutions and agreements that
function as described. And it means
reducing the leverage that enables
coercion’

Despite formidable obstacles,
Carney may be right. Superpowers
cannot function as superpowers
in a fast changing and increasingly
multipolar system without five things
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from middle powers—followers,
legitimacy at home, mediators, fresh
thinking and routinised access.
Unlike the strict bipolarity of the old
Cold War, power is now diffuse and
large middle players have significant
autonomy.

UPERPOWERS need followers

as audience and rule-takers. They
need to be feared or loved but cannot
live with indifference.

They also need legitimacy at home,
whether elected or not, and that
legitimacy often comes from rituals
of respect and allegiance by middle
powers.

They get caught in structural
impasses—like the US belief that only
US supremacy can deliver trade and
peace or China’s belief in regional pre-
eminence. Middle powers can broker
compromises that ease them out.

They need novel ideas to solve
global coordination problems. But
the vortex of domestic politics often
prevents them from global creativity.

And they need routinised access to
resources, critical minerals, finance
and trade since they cannot always
throw their weight around.

These dependencies give middle
powers leverage they have not enjoyed
since the Cold War. Three realistic
pathways for middle powers to
shape the provision of public goods
and stabilise the disrupted order
are already clear—initiating new
multilateralism, hedging the great
power rivalry and scaling solutions to
the global level.

Middle powers are uniquely
endowed to be initiators, agenda-
setters and pathfinders in urgently
needed forms of multilateralism.
Canada and the EU led the Ottawa
group process during the Trump 1.0
administration that produced a bypass
fix to the blocked WTO Dispute

Settlement Mechanism. The Multi-
Party Interim Appeal Arbitration
Arrangement brings together most
global trading countries outside

the United States. Singapore, Chile,
New Zealand and South Korea lead
the Digital Economic Partnership
Agreement, which sits at the frontier
of digital governance.

Global South middle powers have
acted as hedgers in the global system,
collectively keeping channels open
to all great powers, standing for
multilateralism and slowing the slide
to bipolarity. Their diverse hedging
strategies have stabilised economic
interdependence and diluted
unilateral actions by great powers.
This is because they have increasingly
acted as connector countries,
welcoming China+1 strategies by
large global firms and supporting
regional trade agreements such as the
Regional Comprehensive Economic
Partnership.

Global South hedgers, free from US
security guarantees and immediate
threats, have acted more proactively
than Global North middle powers.
But Global North middle powers
have enormous resilient power if they
can muster it and coordinate among
themselves and with others.

Middle powers have also scaled
up key initiatives to the global level
and acted as ballasts for global public
goods. The most visible example is the
voluntary global agreement on digital
trade and e-commerce reached at the
WTO Ministerial in Cameroon on 28
March 2026, led by Digital Economic
Partnership Agreement countries
together with Australia and Japan. A
stalemate between the United States
and Brazil, supported by Turkiye,
led to the expiration of the global
moratorium on e-commerce duties.
But 66 WTO economies representing
70 per cent of global trade, led by

Superpowers
cannot function

as superpowers

in a fast changing
and increasingly
multipolar system
without five things
from middle powers—
followers, legitimacy
at home, mediators,
fresh thinking and

routinised access

middle powers and including China
and Taiwan, provided stabilisation.
These initiatives are real and
multiplying. This may be a key
moment for innovative thinking and
institutional entrepreneurialism, as
long as middle powers can build cross-
cutting coalitions across the North—
South divide. The result will be a more
decentralised, fluid, multiform and
competitive global governance—and
one that carries significant promise.

Yves Tiberghien is Distinguished
Professor and Dean at the Taipei
School of Economics and Political
Science, Professor of Political Science
at the University of British Columbia
and Adjunct Chair Professor in the
IDAS Program at National Chengchi
University.
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