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Editor's Note

Editor’s Note
 We consciously and subconsciously think about our identities throughout our lives. 
Despite the endeavoring and life-long journey to figure out our identities, we cannot 
easily conclude the journey with one definite answer. The unclear notion of who we 
are can sometimes be frustrating, but it can also be inspiring, urging us to continue 
exploring this question. This philosophical question about identity is not confined to 
only individuals. Groups of people also ask themselves this question and try to define 
themselves based on specific categories such as ethnicity, statehood, and religion. 
 
These group identity struggles are often tied to questions of who or what defines a 
nation, and further manifest themselves on the international stage in a variety of ways. 
In the summer of 2019, protesters in Hong Kong expressed their strong discontent 
with the extradition bill that challenged the principle of “one country, two systems,” 
and demanded a more democratic political system. More recently, the result of the 2020 
Taiwanese presidential election demonstrated that increasing numbers of Taiwanese 
citizens support independence from mainland China. Another example is the ongoing 
conflict between Japan and South Korea regarding forced labor during the Japanese 
colonial period, which almost resulted in South Korea’s withdrawal from the General 
Security of Military Information Agreement in August 2019. Finally, in India, Prime 
Minister Narendra Modi and his Bharatiya Janata Party are pursuing anti-Muslim 
policies while advocating for Hindu interests. 
 
Yet, describing these struggles as people’s adventurous voyages to answer the existential 
question regarding identity is an overly romanticized portrayal of the brutalities behind 
such battles. Conflicts among groups with different identities can result in domestic 
turmoil involving violence, oppression, and discrimination. Interstate disagreements 
that occur as a result of nationalism also deepen uncertainty and distrust among states. 
These tensions are undoubtedly toxic to their relationships with allies and regional 
stability. Thus, despite acknowledging that tackling nationalism is an ambitious task, 
the Journal’s Editorial Board could not resist addressing the fundamental source of the 
various conflicts around the world.
 
Considering the significance and complexity of nationalism, the Editorial Board presents 
our Policy Forum, “Identity Struggles in Asia: Ethnicity, Nationalism, and Interstate 
Rivalry.” Through the various articles, the Journal contributors tackle the existential ques-
tion with an intellectual aspiration to understand the various expressions of nationalism 
in Asia. In the introduction to the Policy Forum, Sheila Smith equips the readership 
with an overview of the emergence of nationalism and its implications in her article, 
“Asia’s Nationalisms: Understanding Time, Place, and Agency.” As an expert on Japa-
nese politics and foreign policy, Dr. Smith explicates how the quest for liberation from 
colonial rule transformed into the complex identities intertwined with the region’s 
politics. Dr. Smith explores the nationalist cause and highlights how Asia’s nationalisms 
germinated in elites’ need for a nation has transcended to citizens. She further ties the 
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complex origin of nationalism in the region to today’s disputes. 
 
In the first Policy Forum article, Soundarya Chidambaram expounds on the sustained 
popularity of the right-wing, Hindu nationalist Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) and its 
exclusionary nationalist agenda. She questions the BJP’s electoral victory in 2019 and 
emphasizes the necessity of understanding the driving forces behind its victory. Chid-
ambaram cautions against the temptation of interpreting the BJP’s increased power 
as a recent global trend of anti-minority, anti-immigration movements. She provides 
a comprehensive analysis of the Hindu nationalist movement guided by the Rashtriya 
Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS), a paramilitary voluntary group, to unravel her questions 
surrounding the BJP’s political agenda.  

Intolerance of diversity has also been a visibly increasing phenomenon in recent years in 
Asia. Jeff Kingston tackles the trend of majoritarianism, which refers to ethnic major-
ities’ abandonment of accommodations for other minorities in ways that undermine 
their safety and political rights. For example, he discusses the use of social media and 
networks in spreading unproven accusations toward minorities. With his astute and 
overarching evaluation of majoritarianism in Asia, he addresses how the tyranny of the 
majority threatens the secular state that has been built upon a commitment to pluralism, 
tolerance, and diversity.

Apichai Shipper then discusses reactionary nationalists in Myanmar and Japan. Reac-
tionary nationalists, Shipper defines, are citizens demonstrating love for their country by 
punishing ethnic minorities or foreigners to maintain their common identity or national 
unity. Furthermore, he argues that reactionary nationalists in both heterogeneous and 
homogeneous societies impede their countries’ democratic development. Although 
Shipper demonstrates how reactionary nationalism in Myanmar and Japan has resulted 
in hatred and violence, he cautions readers from affirming nationalism as an exclusively 
harmful social phenomenon. He concludes by pointing out both the positive and negative 
elements of nationalism. 
 
In the following article, Thisanka Siripala describes the persistent resistance of ethnic 
minorities in Japan by reviewing the history of the Ainu, an indigenous ethnic group 
in the northernmost island of Hokkaidō. Beginning from the Meiji era, she explicates 
the evolution of the Ainu’s collective identity despite the ultranationalist ideology in 
mainstream Japanese politics. With her insightful analysis of Japan’s multi-ethnic history 
during the Meiji era, Ainu activism, and the rise of the far-right in Japan, she argues 
that the Ainu have collectively formed relationships with domestic political institutions 
to influence policy related to their daily lives. 
 
Tomomi Yamaguchi concludes the Policy Forum by discussing the surge of revisionism 
regarding the “comfort women” issue and analyzes the recent re-occurrence of such 
revisionism during the second Shinzō Abe administration in Japan. She examines the 
moment when right-wing politicians began to actively engage in the “comfort women” 
dispute outside of Japan and further discusses how the Japanese government supported 



Volume 6 | 2020 [3]

Editor's Note

these efforts. By focusing on how the Japanese government addresses the “comfort 
women” issue abroad, Yamaguchi brings a new perspective on the deep-seated conflict 
between Japan and South Korea that was borne from their colonial history. 
 
In addition to the Policy Forum, the Journal features two original, peer-reviewed research 
articles. The first article, written by Wei Luo, compares the rise of civic nationalism in 
Ukraine and Taiwan. Luo investigates how Kiev and Taipei constructed civic, demo-
cratic identities despite their heavy economic reliance on their expansionist neighboring 
countries. While authors of the Policy Forum and Luo discuss different forms of identity 
struggles, James Tong and Eugene Yong change gears to the comparison of military forces 
in Asia. Tong and Yong coauthored an article that evaluates whether the Association 
of Southeast Asian Nations can support the United States in the event of conflict with 
China. With an in-depth analysis of comprehensive sources, they have created a useful 
reference for the study of military balance in Asia. 
 
The last section of the Journal is a set of four interviews that cover a wide variety of 
topics related to Volume 6’s theme, identity struggles and nationalism. The first interview 
features Jude Blanchette on the diversity of Chinese nationalist views through his insights 
on neo-Maoism. Next, an interview with Erin Aeran Chung highlights the impacts 
of racial politics and how immigration policy shapes concepts of citizenship and race 
among East Asian democracies. The third interview is with Jessica Chen Weiss, who 
discusses the influence of Chinese domestic politics on the U.S.-China relations. Finally, 
Meredith Weiss shares her insights on the transition of power from the Barisan Nasional 
coalition to the opposition Pakatan Harapan in Malaysia’s 2018 general election. The 
Journal team hopes readers enjoy this section as much as we enjoyed curating its contents. 

This issue would not have been able to present its thought-provoking pieces without our 
authors, interviewees, and reviewers. I truly appreciate their contributions to Volume 
6 and their generosity throughout the publication process. I also would like to express 
immense gratitude to the entire Editorial Board of the Georgetown Journal of Asian Affairs. 
Senior Editor Kelly Liu supported the team by thoroughly reviewing manuscripts and 
guiding editors in a fair and honest fashion. Managing Editor Ju Young Lee directed 
the team’s communications with authors and animated the entire team in times of 
pressure. Associate Editors and Assistant Editors carefully refined our articles to make 
the authors’ messages shine. All in all, the dedicated and sharp, analytical minds of the 
Editorial Board helped produce a successful publication.
 
I would also like to express sincere gratitude to Dr. Michael Green, Dr. Victor Cha, 
Dr. Diana Kim, Robert Lyons, and Caroline Yarber for providing advice and assistance 
along the way. In addition, the Journal is grateful for the anonymous reviewers whose 
thoughts and expertise were invaluable in developing the issue, and we would like to 
thank our advisory board for their support and guidance. Finally, I would like to thank our 
publisher Stephanie Gage, who provided immeasurable guidance to the team through-
out the process. Her genuine dedication brought this issue to a successful conclusion. 
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Thus, I conclude both this editorial note and my time as editor-in-chief for the George-
town Journal of Asian Affairs. Over the past year, I have been incredibly honored to 
interact with contributors to the issue and work with passionate, talented editors. I look 
forward to reading many future editions driven with the same passion and dedication 
that created this issue. Now, with great pleasure, the Journal presents “Identity Struggles 
in Asia: Ethnicity, Nationalism, and Interstate Rivalry.” 
 
Seojung Kim 
Editor-in-Chief 
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Policy Forum

Introduction                                                                                                         
Asia's Nationalisms: Understanding Time, Place, and Agency

Sheila A. Smith

All across the globe, nationalism seems to be back in vogue. In Europe and the United 
States, economic discontent and mass migration have fueled its political appeal, while      
calls for greater national discretion have become the rallying cry against postwar multi-
lateral experiments like the European Union and global institutions created to manage 
international, political, and economic tensions. Nationalism is positioned as the anti-glo-
balist cause.

In Asia, contemporary nationalism has been growing out of different grievances, largely 
associated with the politics of war memory. Incidents that raise questions about territo-
rial sovereignty and compensation for victims of war provoke heated popular reaction, 
as the politics of identity have attached firmly to the state and its cause. During the 
seventieth anniversary of the end of World War II in 2015, commemorative speeches 
by the prime minister of Japan, the president of South Korea, and the president of the 
People’s Republic of China all spoke to the shadow of that war on the aspirations of 
their nations.1 History, and its reimagining, provides ample fodder for Asia’s contem-
porary geopolitics. 

Yet, nationalism in Asia has not always been aligned with the state, nor has it always 
been reactive to other Asian nations. In the early twentieth century, nationalism was 
the mobilizing force for those who sought liberation from Western colonial rule. As the 
century progressed, movements were organized around the appeal of becoming modern. 
Movement leaders and the communities they rallied were as varied as the identities that 
continue to shape the region’s politics.  

Today, as globalist ideals are challenged around the world, Asia’s nationalisms offer a rich 
contrast to the idea that nationalism presents itself as a unifying ideology. In many cases, 

1  See Carol Gluck, Rana Mitter, and Charles K. Armstrong, “The Seventieth Anniversary of World 
War II’s End in Asia: Three Perspectives,” The Journal of Asian Studies 74, no. 3 (2015): 531–37 and 
John Delury, Sheila A. Smith, Maria Repnikova, and Srinath Raghavan, “Looking Back on the 
Seventieth Anniversary of Japan’s Surrender,” The Journal of Asian Studies 74, no. 4 (2015): 797–820.
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the call to rally around national symbols, to mobilize on behalf of an idea of the nation, 
as well as the reactive impulse to nationalisms of other societies all suggest a far more 
complex rendering of this particular brand of identity politics. How nationalism presents 
itself in the complex politics and geopolitics of Asia is a compelling research agenda.

Early Advocates

Nationalist advocacy has differed over more than a century of social dislocation. From 
their early encounters with Europeans to the upheaval of the interactions between 
colonial powers and Asian societies, nationalist thought evolved as civil conflict and two 
global wars engulfed the region. European expansion across the globe was not simply 
fueled by industrialization and the desire for resources to fuel it. The celebration of 
national power fueled the contest that was at the heart of imperialism. Nationalism, in 
other words, legitimized this globalized competition between states. The norms of the 
Westphalia system, which had long been at the heart of the European order, were thus 
exported across the globe. Asia’s leaders recognized they needed the idea of the nation 
as much as the trappings of the state if they were to compete. 

Early on, Asia’s intellectuals who encountered the West at the turn of the nineteenth 
century felt compelled to craft descriptions of their cultures in part as a defense against 
the obliterating power of European nationalism. Writers as diverse as José Rizal, Rabin-
dranath Tagore, and Nitobe Inazō highlighted the challenges to their societies of this 
nationalist impulse.2 The industrialization of European societies went hand in hand 
with the competition between nations. Repulsed and frightened by this organization 
of power, Tagore in particular warned of the destruction of humanity brought about by 
this force. During a visit to Japan in 1916, he cautioned the Japanese not to abandon 
their own values and culture as they sought to compete with the West.3 He warned his 
own people not to succumb to this greedy submission to power. 

Asia’s nationalisms continued to organize around this engagement with Western power, 
and the various manifestations became powerful tools for resisting and challenging 

2  These writers all wrote about their encounters with Europe and the nationalisms emerging there 
in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Filipino author José Rizal wrote a novel of 
resistance that went on to motivate the Philippine revolution: Noli Me Tangere [Touch Me Not], 
translated by Harold Augenbraum (New York: Penguin Classics, 2006). As Japan demonstrated its 
newfound military might in a war with Czarist Russia, Nitobe Inazō contributed to the Western 
understanding of his nation’s culture in Bushido: The Soul of Japan (Author’s edition, 13th Edition, 
1908, originally published in 1904, The Project Gutenberg EBook 2004, available at: https://www.
gutenberg.org/files/12096/12096-h/12096-h.htm). Finally, world-renowned Indian intellectual and 
poet, Rabindranath Tagore, emerged as a leading critic of what he saw as the dehumanizing effects 
of industrialization in Europe. His essays on nationalism, delivered in lectures across the United 
States and in Japan, have been compiled in Nationalism (New York: The Macmillan Company, 1917), 
where he warns of the dangers, especially to newly risen Japan and his native India of this crass and 
dangerous attachment to the nation. 
3  Tagore, Nationalism, 63-115. See also Yoshihiro Ohsawa, “Tagore’s Critique of Nationalism in 
Japan, 1916,” HIKAKU BUNGAKU Journal of Comparative Literature (1981): 97-108 (in Japanese). 
(Available at https://www.jstage.jst.go.jp/article/hikaku/24/0/24_97/_article).
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colonial rule. Asia’s nationalist thinkers began to focus on how to strengthen their 
own people. Fusing what it meant to be Japanese, Chinese, or Indian into a means 
of self-government occupied much of the early decades of nationalist debate. Japan’s 
success in avoiding colonization, as well as its surprising defeat of Russia in the war of 
1904-05, brought a new energy to those who sought a similar autonomy for their own 
nations. Indeed, Japan in the early decades of the century became a site of nationalist 
debate; Sun Yat-sen famously lived there as he developed his call for a Chinese nation.4   

How to organize popular support for this idea of the nation began to dominate the 
nationalist cause. As Sun Yat-sen argued, it was not enough to rid his country of foreign 
influence. Sun’s famous “Three People’s Principles” described the challenge of bringing 
unity to the “heap of loose sand” that was China.    

Today we are the poorest and weakest nation in the world and occupy the lowest 
position in international affairs.  Other men are the carving knife and serving 
dish; we are the fish and the meat.  Our position at this time is most perilous.  
If we do not earnestly espouse nationalism and weld together our four hundred 
million people into a strong nation, there is danger of China’s being lost and our 
people being destroyed.5

Cultural identity was thus firmly enmeshed in the world of global power.  

And yet, building a new relationship between those who sought to lead and those who 
were to be led took time. Where they existed, colonial administrations had created a new 
sense of oneness, linking diverse localities and communities across time and space in 
new ways. Educational opportunity brought many elites in contact with the metropolis 
only to dissuade them of its superiority. Indigenous languages married with new tech-
nologies, such as print and radio, allowed those frustrated with foreign dominance to 
communicate and organize. In Java, Soetan Sjahrir at the age of twenty-five was jailed 
in 1934 for advocating the education of Indonesians. A little more than a decade later, 
he would testify in front of the United Nations Security Council to claim his people’s 
right to be independent of Dutch colonial rule.6 Trade and commerce created pockets 
of wealth and influence among some sectors, and also brought elites across imperial 
dominions into greater and greater transnational contact. Imperialism had upended old 
orders, and had created the opportunity for new voices to emerge. 

4  See Marius Jansen, The Japanese and Sun Yat-sen (Palo Alto, CA: Stanford University Press, 1954). 
See Marie-Clair Bergere, Sun Yat-sen (Palo Alto, CA: Stanford University Press, 1998) for a compre-
hensive biography of Sun and his ambitions for China.  
5  “The Three People’s Principles,” Sun Yat-sen, from Wm. Theodore DeBary and Richard Lufrano, 
Sources of Chinese Tradition: From 1600 through the Twentieth Century, Volume Two, 2nd ed. (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 2000), 320-323.
6  For his writing on his effort to claim independence on behalf of his nation, see Soetan Sjahrir, 
Out of Exile (New York: The John Day Company, 1949), rewritten and edited in Dutch by Maria 
Duchateau-Sjahrir and translated by Charles Wolf, Jr. Much of his advocacy focused on the right of 
his people to be educated, not in the language or history of the Dutch, but in their own language and 
their own history as a nation.
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A Changing Purpose

War soon intruded. World War I in Europe weakened the hold of some colonial powers. 
Germany lost its foothold; France floundered. The United States emerged unscathed and 
Japan took the opportunity to pursue its own ambitions. Similarly, the effort toward a 
negotiated peace raised the hopes and expectations of some. At Versailles, Japanese diplo-
mats argued for a racial equality clause as Ho Chi Minh sought to gain the American 
delegation’s attention.7 And yet, there was little appetite among the remaining Western 
powers for recognizing the stature of nascent Asian powers.  

Asian nationalism now had to contend with a new imperialism, that of Japan’s. Fueled 
by growing economic and social dislocation at home, Japan’s military gained a greater 
influence over the imagination of national power. In Asia, Japan’s ambitions to form 
a “brotherhood” among Asians were welcomed by some, but as the Japanese military 
expanded its reach into China, wariness grew.8 The war years brought two empires, the 
British and the Japanese, to an end.  For those who had found examples in each, modern 
war had proven calamitous. As the Japanese and British empires clashed across the region, 
the armies formed by each became the training ground for a whole new generation of 
nationalist leaders in Asia. 9 From India to Indonesia, Burma to the Korean peninsula, 
new revolutionary leaders began to emerge who believed that in the end, military force 
would be required to oust colonial rulers.10 Military service became an adjunct to the 
nationalist cause.

World War II fundamentally altered Asia’s balance of power and transformed the nation-
alist cause. Nowhere was this more apparent than in Asia’s largest power, the People’s 

7  For the best account of the diplomacy that produced the Treaty of Versailles, see Margaret Mac
Millan, Paris 1919: Six Months that Changed the World (New York:  Random House, 2003).
8  For the definitive account of Japanese thinking at this time, see Jeremy A. Yellen, The Greater East 
Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere: When Total Empire Met Total War (Ithaca, NY:  Cornell University Press, 
2019).
9  For a fascinating military history of that period and the leaders who emerged to lead the postwar 
nationalist movements in Southeast Asia, see Christopher Bayly and Tim Harper, Forgotten Armies: 
The Fall of British Asia, 1941-1945 (London: Harvard University Press, 2006) and Forgotten Wars: 
Freedom and Revolution in Southeast Asia (London:  Harvard University Press, 2007).
10  Netaji Subhas Chandra Bose ultimately was persuaded that without military forces, India would 
never be free of the British and even aligned with Japan’s military leaders in the quest for inde-
pendence from the British. See his thinking in Sisir K. Bose and Sugata Bose, eds., The Essential 
Writings of Netaji Subhas Chandra Bose (New Delhi, India: Oxford University Press India, 1997). In 
Burma, General Aung San also rose to lead his nation to independence through a military career 
and collaboration with Japan against the British. See his daughter’s biography in Aung San Suu Kyi, 
Aung San of Burma, 2nd ed. (Edinburgh, Scotland: Kiscadale Publications, 1991). Ho Chi Minh 
ultimately turned away from his efforts at persuasion and diplomacy to call for armed resistance in 
his famous appeal to the Vietnamese people, “Wage Resistance War!” in December 1946, included in 
the English-language Selected Writings of Ho Chi Minh: Vietnam Revolutionary Leader (New Delhi: 
Leopard Books India, undated), 87. See also William J. Duiker, Sacred War: Nationalism and 
Revolution in a Divided Vietnam (New York: McGraw Hill, 1995).  
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Republic of China.11 Mao Zedong’s ultimate victory over Chiang Kai-shek’s Nationalist 
Party (Guomindang) was achieved largely through ensuring that the Chinese peasant 
saw his communist forces as his ally. In Vietnam, Ho Chi Minh too saw the power in 
identifying the Vietnamese nation with the Vietnamese peasant. Their national narrative 
was now framed in the language of socialism, but amended to mobilize the communalism 
found in agrarian Asia.

Finally, a far more peaceful nationalist project was underway in the societies freed from 
colonial rule. As Benedict Anderson, the eminent scholar of Indonesia, has chronicled, 
independence in the postwar world required a new identity, an “imagined community” 
that would craft the story of the nation.12 In this rendering, nationalism was not a 
force for contest and conflict, but rather a narrative. Fictional to be sure, but once again 
brought back to the purpose of explaining shared identity – this time for those who 
wanted it shared.

Asia has not been free from military conflict since 1945, nor was negotiated peace with 
Japan fully accepted by all of its neighbors. Forty-nine countries participated in the 
San Francisco Peace Treaty that ended the U.S.-led occupation of Japan. But it did not 
include all of Japan’s neighbors. Bilateral peace treaties were necessary with most of 
Japan’s neighbors, and even then, not all found comfort in the reckoning. War legacy 
issues continued to simmer as the Cold War competition between the United States 
and the Soviet Union kept the fear of war close.  

Indeed, two wars fed the nationalist cause. The first, in Korea, divides that nation up 
to the present day. The second, in Vietnam, ended with the unification of the nation 
and the defeat of the world’s strongest military power. The Vietnamese leader who had 
advocated for his nation since the Treaty of Versailles had finally achieved its indepen-
dence from foreign rule.

From Elites to Citizens 

The idea of the nation is a powerful tool, and yet leaders alone cannot wield it. For 
this, the energy of the people would be needed. Indeed, early nationalism in China has 
been attributed to popular uprisings, including the best-known example of the Boxer 
Rebellion, that were just as frustrated with the old order as with the foreigners who 
occupied their country. Yet, as elites sought to mobilize the energy of their people, they 
also had to transform themselves. Many of their personal stories were of turning away 
from their elite status as young people studying abroad in the cosmopolitan capitals 
of London, Paris, Amsterdam, and Tokyo and into leaders of their own people, who 
were far from the center of colonial power. Mahatma Gandhi, of course, offers the most 

11  Chalmers Johnson, Peasant Nationalism and Communist Power: The Emergence of Revolutionary 
China, 1937-1945 (Palo Alto: Stanford University Press, 1962).
12  Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism 
(New York: Verso Press, 2016).
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astonishing story of this sort of personal journey. Gandhi understood that to represent 
India’s ambition for national identity in the face of British subordination, he had to 
first represent those within India who had been most defiled.13 Thus, nationalism in 
practice took many forms.

Nor is the story of nation building static. Writing and rewriting the narrative of common 
purpose is a political act, to be sure. But when the narrative fails to resonate, new authors 
can and will emerge to summon people to embrace an identity associated with their 
state. The twentieth century found ample cause for nationalism in Asia, first as a call 
for cultural preservation and unity, then as a rallying cry for independence. Through 
the brutality of imperial conflict, nationalism took on the mammoth task of creating a 
modern nation among old civilizations and a kaleidoscopic array of cultures. Central to 
forging these varied Asian nationalisms, however, were the global ambitions of powerful 
states. Popular experience of colonialism and of war gave credence to the nationalist 
cause. Intellectuals, politicians, and military leaders all framed the need for a nation, but 
the people’s acceptance of that national notion gave it the impetus needed to succeed.

Nationalism thus is made powerful by the fusion of popular sentiment with political 
mobilization. In Europe and the United States today, nationalism has once again become 
a familiar and often used term. But for many, the rise in nationalist sentiment signals 
a return to an old wickedness, sowing seeds of conflict and division, and ultimately, 
raising the specter of war. Some, however, see this as a new awakening, a commitment 
to revitalizing the voice of citizens in an effort to reclaim the state from a governing 
elite who has become overly “globalized.”  

Asia’s nationalisms reflect not simply the will of leaders but also the complex aspirations 
and resentments of its citizens. The history of nationalism across Asia creates the basis for 
today’s disputes, but the advocates and the purpose of Asia’s nationalisms are as complex 
as the region itself. While Northeast Asia’s nationalisms seem to react off of each other, 
there are more complex struggles for national identity afoot in South and Southeast 
Asia. Rather than view them through the lens of a populist uprising against elites, the 
time, place, and agency of these nationalisms deserve far greater analytical attention.  

Understanding the Asian experience with nationalism requires looking up from the 
events of today to see the complex social change that has resulted from more than a 
century of modern life. Visions of the nation have been contested, even within one 
society, and the pathway to strengthening that nation has often been supported by 
ideologies that are shared globally. In other words, over time, across space and propelled 
by quite different advocates, this idea of the nation has had a rich role in shaping the 
international relationships of Asia.

13  See this account of Gandhi’s personal journey as a champion of Indian nationalism in Louis 
Fischer, ed., The Essential Gandhi: An Anthology of His Writings on His Life, Work and Ideas, 2nd ed. 
(New York: Random House Vintage Books, 1962).
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This volume explores the agency shaping contemporary nationalism in Asia.  The role 
of ethnic identity within nationalist politics is particularly fascinating in Asia’s large 
multi-ethnic societies. Similarly, class and gender now have ample energy to recast 
nationalist narratives, overturning dominant narratives of who can claim a voice in 
determining the identity of the nation. Democracies have a particular challenge with 
nationalism: can one vision of the nation prevail? Can one segment of society assert 
theirs to be the “correct” image of what it means to be Chinese, Indian or Malaysian? 
Who can challenge the legitimacy of the national narrative, those in power or those 
who cannot wield power? Finally, the speed and impact of the twenty-first century’s new 
technologies belie the permeability of national experience. The means by which national 
identities are formed – and then destroyed – is once again at the heart of our global 
conversation on the rise of nationalism. Asia’s role in shaping our understanding of the 
ever-shifting idea of the nation offers compelling insights into our current moment in 
international relations. 

Sheila A. Smith is Senior Fellow for Japan Studies at the Council on Foreign Relations 
(CFR). An expert on Japanese politics and foreign policy, she is the author of Japan Rearmed: 
The Politics of Military Power, Intimate Rivals: Japanese Domestic Politics and a Rising 
China (released in Japanese as 日中 親愛なる宿敵: 変容する日本政治と対中政策), 
and Japan's New Politics and the U.S.-Japan Alliance. She is also the author of the CFR 
interactive guide Constitutional Change in Japan. Smith is a regular contributor to the CFR 
blog Asia Unbound and a frequent contributor to major media outlets in the United States 
and Asia. She teaches as an adjunct professor at the Asian studies department of Georgetown 
University and serves on the board of its Journal of Asian Affairs.
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The Civil Society Roots of BJP’s Majoritarian Nationalism

Soundarya Chidambaram

Introduction

When the right-wing Hindu nationalist Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) won a landslide 
victory in India’s 2014 parliamentary elections, obliterating the opposition forces, schol-
ars and commentators rationalized it as a vote in favor of the fuzzy notion of vikaas 
(development) in addition to a vote against corruption and the status quo.1 The BJP 
had achieved the impossible: it had seemingly converted the electorate of what used to 
be known as a “patronage democracy” into voters for “programmatic” politics. However, 
the BJP’s 2019 electoral victory, in spite of its missteps and failure on economic policy, 
poses a puzzle.2 What explains the sustained popularity of the party and the mainstream 
cooptation of its exclusionary nationalist agenda? The rise of the BJP from a marginal 
force with only two Parliamentary seats in 1980 to winning consecutive historic land-
slides necessitates an explanation going beyond development talk, electoral arithmetic, 
and crafty coalitions. 

It is tempting to contextualize the BJP’s ascent to power as part of a recent global trend 
of populism predicated upon anti-minority, anti-immigration narratives by viewing it 
as yet another populist right-wing party that strategically uses religious polarization. 
However, this overlooks the party’s embeddedness within the broader Hindu nationalist 
movement guided by the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS), a movement which has 
a much longer historical trajectory than the BJP, as well as deep organizational roots 

1  "Sabka Saath, SabkaVikas: Collective Efforts Inclusive Growth," May 9, 2014, https://www.nar-
endramodi.in/sabka-saath-sabkavikas-collective-efforts-inclusive-growth-3159; Walter Andersen, 
“Evolution of a Hindu-Oriented Political Party,” SAIS Review of International Affairs 37, no. 1S 
(2017): S-7-19 https://doi.org/10.1353/sais.2017.0012.
2  Anamitra Roychowdhury, “What the Data Tells Us About ‘Sabka Saath, Sabka Vikas,’” The Wire, 
May 17, 2017, https://thewire.in/business/whatever-happened-to-modis-development; Abhijit 
Mukhopadhyay, “From ‘Sabka Saath, Sabka Vikas’ to ‘Main Bhi Chowkidar’: The Forgotten Mac-
roeconomic Flagships,” Observer Research Foundation, May 10, 2019, https://www.orfonline.org/
expert-speak/from-sabka-saath-sabka-vikas-to-main-bhi-chowkidar-the-forgotten-macroeconom-
ic-flagships-50640/.  
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in civil society.3

The RSS movement envisions nationhood based on religion and includes an extensive 
network of grassroots organizations that reinforce the idea of majoritarian nationalism 
amongst varied constituencies through non-electoral appeals.4 Most studies correctly 
trace the origins of the political ideology of Hindutva to the founding of the RSS 
in 1925. However, the post-independence narrative tends to focus on the electoral 
fortunes of the Jana Sangh (the earlier incarnation of the BJP) and then the BJP since 
1980, while ignoring the steady mobilization of the electorate by the RSS’s constituent 
organizations. Looking at the BJP and its connection to this well-resourced movement 
is, therefore, essential to understanding how the BJP has steadily increased its presence 
and legitimized its image in civil society spaces. 

Throughout the checkered journey of the BJP from 1980 until 2014, its relationship 
with the Sangh has remained constant, with the latter providing a continuous stream of 
ideologues to become party staffers who take over leadership positions.5 It is commonly 
acknowledged that the RSS, usually distanced from electoral affairs, threw its organiza-
tional weight behind Narendra Modi’s 2014 campaign for prime minister, enabling it 
to out-compete other political parties that could not match the grassroots mobilization 
efforts driven by the RSS’s network of affiliated organizations and cadres.6 Thus, the 
2019 election results become less surprising when we consider this underlying political 
and resource support. In fact, the government’s policy decisions after coming to office 
in May 2019, such as the abrogation of Kashmir’s special status and criminalization of 
instant divorce for Muslims, have been in line with the core ideological agenda of the 
RSS-led Hindu nationalist movement.

While BJP’s new citizenship amendment laws, which use religion as a criterion to grant 
refugee status, have become the focal point of country-wide protests, it is clear the 
evolution of a majoritarian discourse on citizenship has been a long time in the making 

3  Amrita Basu, Violent Conjunctures in Democratic India (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2015); Amrita Basu, “The Dialectics of Hindu Nationalism,” in The Success of India’s Democracy 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001): 163–89. 
4  Suhas Palshikar, “The BJP and Hindu Nationalism: Centrist Politics and Majoritarian Impulses,” 
South Asia: Journal of South Asian Studies 38, no.4 (2015):  719–35; Jean A. Curran, “The RSS: Mili-
tant Hinduism,” Far Eastern Survey 19 vol.10 (1950): 93–98.
5  Neelam Pandey and Shanker Arnimesh, “RSS in Modi Govt in Numbers — 3 of 4 Ministers Are 
Rooted in the Sangh,” ThePrint, January 27, 2020, https://theprint.in/politics/rss-in-modi-govt-in-
numbers-3-of-4-ministers-are-rooted-in-the-sangh/353942/.
6  Piyush Srivastava, “RSS Campaigns for Modi in UP to Ensure Maximum Lok Sabha Seats,” India 
Today, April 5, 2014, https://www.indiatoday.in/elections/highlights/story/rss-narendra-modi-2014-
lok-sabha-polls-uttar-pradesh-hindu-year-187717-2014-04-05; R. Jagannathan,“How the RSS Is 
Heavily Invested in Elections 2014 and Modi,” Firstpost, March 24, 2014, https://www.firstpost.com/
election-diary/how-the-rss-is-heavily-invested-in-elections-2014-and-modi-1448357.html. 
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when we consider the ideological propagation of the Hindu nationalist movement.7 As 
the country witnesses cultural dissonance on who has the right to belong and deals with 
the routinization of vigilante mob lynchings for alleged transgressions of majoritarian 
cultural norms, one needs to remember that this violent conceptualization of nationhood 
has been a slow-burning process, advanced by grassroots organizations and supported 
by administrations willing to turn a blind eye.8

While all of this might evoke an image of an ideological stranglehold over the Indian 
electorate that is unlikely to dissipate any time soon, there are nevertheless differences 
of opinion within the movement that surface now and then. Firstly, the rise of Narendra 
Modi to the top BJP leadership position actually signifies a break with the past when it 
comes to the RSS’s modus operandi. Second, the BJP as the ruling party has often had 
to compromise on its obeisance to core ideals in order to navigate geopolitics and global 
economic forces, bringing it into conflict with affiliate organizations. This has changed 
the contours of the BJP-RSS relationship to a degree. Finally, with the changing nature 
of the electorate itself and the rise of social media, BJP’s recruitment and mobilization 
strategies have changed as well. This indicates that we may have to reassess the future 
of the party and its dependence on the Hindu nationalist movement to help build a 
traditional support base. 

Nationalism Through Civil Society

The RSS, founded in 1925, is an all-male, tightly knit, highly disciplined, hierarchical 
organization that seeks to organize Hindu society and incorporate increasing segments 
of the public into its ranks.9 Its primary operative strategy is to work at the grassroots 
level and transform society from the bottom up. Hindu unity has been the cornerstone 
and objective of almost every project the RSS has taken up, and every affiliate organi-
zation has emerged with a very specific vision of how to achieve it. 10 Winning elections 

7  Maria Abi-Habib and Sameer Yasir, “As Modi Pushes Hindu Agenda, a Secular India Fights 
Back,” The New York Times, 20 December 2019, https://www.nytimes.com/2019/12/20/world/asia/
india-muslims-citizenship.html;  Edward Anderson and Christophe Jaffrelot, “Hindu Nationalism 
and the ‘Saffronisation of the Public Sphere’: An Interview with Christophe Jaffrelot,” Contemporary 
South Asia 26 vol. 4 (2018): 468–82; Milan Vaishnav, “The BJP in Power: Indian Democracy and Re-
ligious Nationalism,” Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, April 4, 2019, https://carnegieen-
dowment.org/2019/04/04/bjp-in-power-indian-democracy-and-religious-nationalism-pub-78677.
8  Johnny Harris and Christina Thornell, “The Violent Rise of India’s Cow Vigilantes,” Vox, July 24, 
2019, https://www.vox.com/2019/7/24/20708435/cow-violence-india-muslims; Angana P. Chatter-
ji, Thomas Blom Hansen, and Christophe Jaffrelot, Majoritarian State: How Hindu Nationalism Is 
Changing India (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2019).
9  Christophe Jaffrelot, Hindu Nationalism: A Reader (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
2007); Thomas Blom Hansen, The Saffron Wave: Democracy and Hindu Nationalism in Mod-
ern India (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1999); Lauren Frayer, “The Powerful Group 
Shaping The Rise Of Hindu Nationalism In India,” NPR, May 3, 2019, https://www.npr.
org/2019/05/03/706808616/the-powerful-group-shaping-the-rise-of-hindu-nationalism-in-india.
10  James G. Lochtefeld, “New Wine, Old Skins: The Sangh Parivār and the Transformation of 
Hinduism,” Religion 26 vol. 2 (1996): 101–17; Christophe Jaffrelot (ed.), The Sangh Parivar: A 
Reader (Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2005).
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is not the only way to influence politics. To this end, the RSS has historically tended to 
label itself as a cultural organization, projecting itself as above partisanship and party 
rivalries, with the interests of the nation at heart.11 This is precisely why the RSS was 
hesitant to endorse electoral politics before 2014.12 How then is the movement able 
to cultivate and consolidate a loyal electoral support base, particularly when deeply 
entrenched cleavages of caste and language have the potential to split the Hindu vote? 
This section highlights the movement’s strategic repertoire, particularly the provision 
of social services to position itself among urban slums. 

To advance its vision, the RSS commands a vast network of allied organizations catering 
to varied social groups.13 Of particular importance is the RSS affiliate called Seva Bharti, 
which coopts the poor urban slum populations through the provision of much-needed 
social services such as education and healthcare.14 Though this extensive welfare work 
seems informally organized at the neighborhood level, it is coordinated and monitored 
by a hierarchical structure of command. The local operations have far more impact than 
the BJP when it comes to the quotidian lives of people because the local command 
structure is more regularly connected to the community and able to respond to their 
needs while spreading the RSS ideological message.

While Seva Bharti ostensibly works for the welfare and social development of “backward 
caste” people in urban slums, the RSS and the broader Hindutva movement value these 
programs for their ability to build support among hitherto unreceptive communities. 
Mainstream media and literature often ignore these innocuous civil society initiatives 
in favor of more violent manifestations of Hindu nationalism, but such initiatives play 
a crucial part in inculcating a patriotic consciousness among the community, instilling 
Hindu values in children, reviving traditional Hindu culture and practices, and bringing 
communities closer to the BJP-RSS vision for India. This mobilization strategy works 
well because it targets precisely the people who have been trying and failing to catch 
up to the neoliberal transformation of the economy. 

11  “RSS Has No Connection with Politics, Works for 130 Crore Indians: Mohan 
Bhagwat,” India Today, January 18, 2020, https://www.indiatoday.in/india/story/rss-has-no-connec-
tion-with-politics-works-for-130-crore-indians-mohan-bhagwat-1638089-2020-01-18.
12  Ellen Barry, “In Indian Candidate, Hindu Right Sees a Reawakening,” The New York Times, 
May 10, 2014, https://www.nytimes.com/2014/05/11/world/asia/in-indian-candidate-hin-
du-right-sees-a-reawakening.html.
13  Jaffrelot, The Sangh Parivar;  Pralaya Kanungo, “Myth of the Monolith: The RSS Wrestles to Disci-
pline Its Political Progeny,” Social Scientist 34 vol. 11/12 (2006): 51–69.
14  Christophe Jaffrelot, “Hindu Nationalism and the Social Welfare Strategy,” in Development, Civil 
Society and Faith-Based Organizations: Bridging the Sacred and the Secular, ed. Gerard Clarke and 
Michael Jennings (London: Palgrave Macmillan UK, 2008), 240–59;  Tariq Thachil, “Embedded Mo-
bilization: Nonstate Service Provision as Electoral Strategy in India,” World Politics 63 vol. 3 (2011):. 
434–69; Soundarya Chidambaram, “The ‘Right’ Kind of Welfare in South India’s Urban Slums: Seva 
vs. Patronage and the Success of Hindu Nationalist Organizations,” Asian Survey 52 vol. 2 (2012): 
298–320.
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Furthermore, Seva Bharti provides not just tangible services, but also offers an attractive 
forum for young men employed as casual laborers in the informal economy, a sector 
that is bereft of strong labor unions and advocacy organizations because of the failure 
of traditional leftist unions.15 While the organization emphasizes traditional gender and 
family roles, Seva Bharti also offers programs for women in urban slums.16 By provid-
ing a safe public space and offering activities that fit within patriarchal gender norms, 
such as religious rituals organized in temples, it allows women to access public space 
in ways that feminist movements and parties have failed to facilitate. By legitimizing 
itself among urban poor populations, the RSS is thus able to break from its upper-caste 
image and effectively mobilize marginalized lower-caste Hindus. Consequently, it is 
able to advance the agenda of consolidating Hindu society to counter the pathways of 
advancement offered by caste-based party organizations.17

Nationalism in the Age of Social Media 

Until the rise of Prime Minister Narendra Modi, the RSS had consciously avoided 
associating itself with the personality cult style of leadership. The image of the 
swayamsevak (volunteer), a selfless worker in the service of nation and ideology without 
any personalistic reward, has been key to the RSS (and the BJP’s) “brand.” This ideal 
stands apart from most other political parties, which have denounced internal democracy 
in favor of nepotistic leadership decisions.18 The RSS’s success in mobilizing grassroots 
constituencies has been in part due to their meticulous and painstaking effort to build 
a network of support amongst urban and subaltern populations through programmatic 
appeals, not party figureheads. 

However, the advent of Modi (who ironically started as a swayamsevak and has always 
evoked the image of selfless service to the nation during election campaigns) and Amit 
Shah (Modi’s second-in-command) to the party organization’s leadership, supported 
by the RSS, has undermined state leaders and quelled internal democracy in favor of 

15  Chidambaram, 309.
16  Amrita Basu, “The Gendered Imagery and Women’s Leadership of Hindu Nationalism,” 
Reproductive Health Matters 4 vol. 8 (1996):. 70–76; Tanika Sarkar, “Pragmatics of the Hindu Right: 
Globalization and the Politics of Women’s Organisations in India,” Communalism and 
Globalization in South Asia and Its Diaspora (Routledge, 2010), 87–104; Manisha Sethi, “Avenging 
Angels and Nurturing Mothers: Women in Hindu Nationalism,” Economic and Political Weekly 37 
vol. 16 (2002): 1545–52.
17  Kama Kellie Maclean, “Embracing the Untouchables: The BJP and Scheduled Caste Votes,” Asian 
Studies Review 23 vol. 4 (1999): 488–509.
18 “Bhagwat Cautions RSS Cadres against Crossing Limits for BJP, Says Can’t Chant ‘Namo Namo,’” 
The Indian Express, March 11, 2014, http://indianexpress.com/article/india/politics/bhagwat-cau-
tions-rss-cadres-against-crossing-limits-for-bjp-says-cant-chant-namo-namo/.
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much more centralized decision-making.19 It is unclear how this may change the stra-
tegic relationship between the RSS and BJP.20 Once seen as an unstoppable juggernaut, 
the BJP lost key state legislative elections in the last year.21 After the BJP’s most recent 
debacle in the Delhi legislative elections in February 2020, the RSS pointed fingers at 
BJP’s failure to revitalize grassroots organizational networks as the reason for the rout.22 
It has been speculated that the BJP’s swift progress on several core issues in 2019 was 
an olive branch to smooth over ties with its parent body in the face of past critiques 
during its first term in office from 2014-2019.23 

Nevertheless, what happens when the BJP, with its corporatist leanings, distances itself 
policy-wise from the RSS on other issue areas? Already, there have been instances where 
the labor unions and the agricultural worker’s association aligned with the RSS have 
broken ranks to express dissent against government policy. The government’s economic 
decisions such as demonetization, the Goods and Services Tax, fuel hikes, and other 

19  Christophe Jaffrelot, “The Modi-Centric BJP 2014 Election Campaign: New Techniques and Old 
Tactics,” Contemporary South Asia 23 vol. 2 (2015): 151–66; The Wire, “The Rise of the NaMo Cult 
and What Lies Ahead for ‘New India,’” https://thewire.in/politics/narendra-modi-cult-bjp-elec-
tion-victory (accessed 26 April 2020);  Rediff, “The Powerful PMO That Modi Heads,” https://www.
rediff.com/news/special/the-powerful-pmo-that-modi-heads/20190822.htm (accessed 26 April 
2020).
20  Dinesh Narayanan, “View: What Shape Will the BJP-RSS Dynamics Take under Modi 2.0?,” The 
Economic Times, May 26, 2019, https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/politics-and-nation/
view-what-shape-will-the-bjp-rss-dynamics-take-under-modi-2-0/articleshow/69498073.cms?-
from=mdr.
21  “BJP Loses Fifth State Election as India Rocked by Citizenship Protests,” The Guardian, December 
24, 2019, http://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/dec/24/india-jharkhand-election-modi-bjp-los-
es-citizenship-protests.
22  “PM Modi, Shah Cannot Always Help: RSS Cautions BJP after Delhi Loss,” Business Standard, 
February 20, 2020, https://www.business-standard.com/article/current-affairs/pm-modi-shah-
cannot-always-help-rss-cautions-bjp-after-delhi-loss-120022001414_1.html; Sanjay Singh, “BJP 
Grassroot Workers Hope the Delhi Loss Will Teach a Lesson to Modi, Shah,” Firstpost, February 
12, 2015, https://www.firstpost.com/politics/bjp-grassroot-workers-hope-the-delhi-loss-will-teach-
a-lesson-to-modi-shah-2093163.html; “RSS Chief Mohan Bhagwat Reviews Factors behind BJP 
Debacle in Delhi,” The Economic Times, February 12, 2015, https://m.economictimes.com/news/
politics-and-nation/rss-chief-mohan-bhagwat-reviews-factors-behind-bjp-debacle-in-delhi/article-
show/46214480.cms (accessed 26 April 2020). 
23  Smita Gupta, “Modi 2.0: Prime Minister in a Hurry,” The Hindu Businessline, November 23, 2019, 
https://www.thehindubusinessline.com/blink/know/modi-20-prime-minister-in-a-hurry/arti-
cle30047979.ece.
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measures have also come under friendly fire from within the movement.24 As such, can 
the Hindu nationalist movement sustain its momentum when its various constituent 
organizations are at loggerheads on critical policies? 

Secondly, with the demographics of the country changing (India now has one of the 
world’s youngest populations), Internet coverage rapidly expanding, and social media 
platforms such as TikTok and WhatsApp becoming more readily accessible than credible, 
fact-checked sources of information, it has become easier to mobilize around wedge 
issues.25 The BJP has taken to WhatsApp groups and Twitter for political messaging, 
campaigning, and winning public support, relying more on its information technology 
cell and less on the rank and file organizations working at the grassroots level.26 Thus, this 
trend raises a question mark over the movement’s strategy of building deep social roots.27     

Conclusion

If constricting the operation of extremist organizations operating stealthily in urban 
slums was not difficult enough, monitoring and regulating social media propaganda is 
an even more arduous task. All across the world, in an era of social media, it has proven 
difficult to balance free speech rights against hate speech laws and monitor the spread 
of propaganda and false narratives. Does the BJP’s increasing self-reliance affect its 
reciprocal relationship with the RSS and other constituent organizations? Is this likely 
to affect the strength of the Hindu nationalist movement that has benefitted from close 
coordination among its various affiliates? Ultimately, these trends may portend a much 
more incendiary variant of nationalism, one that combines demagoguery with populist 
exploitation of wedge issues, one that is not ideological, but merely expedient.

Yet, even as the BJP’s recruitment and mobilization strategies keep pace with the zeitgeist, 
its attendance at RSS conclaves and consultation over key policy areas through backroom 

24  Varghese K. George, “RSS-Affiliated Bharatiya Mazdoor Sangh Calls for Protests against Policy 
Measures of Narendra Modi Government,” The Hindu, January 2, 2020, https://www.thehindu.
com/news/national/bharatiya-mazdoor-sangh-calls-for-protests-against-policy-measures-of-modi-
govt/article30463545.ece; Debobrat Ghose, “Only Rich Are Getting Richer: RSS Affiliated Bodies 
Disagree with PM Modi’s ‘acchche Din’ Policies,” Firstpost, June 2, 2015, https://www.firstpost.com/
politics/rich-getting-richer-rss-affiliated-bodies-disagree-pm-modis-acchche-din-policies-2274964.
html; Joe C. Mathew, “RSS Affiliate Trade Union Bharatiya Mazdoor Sangh Opposes Modi Govt’s 
Disinvestment Plans,” Business Today, June 18, 2019, https://www.businesstoday.in/current/econ-
omy-politics/rss-affiliate-trade-union-bharatiya-mazdoor-sangh-opposes-modi-govt-disinvest-
ment-plans/story/357098.html.
25  Sahana Udupa, “Enterprise Hindutva and Social Media in Urban India,” Contemporary South Asia 
26 vol. 4 (2018): 453–67.
26  “Lok Sabha Elections: BJP Admits NaMo TV Is Run by Its Information Technology Cell,” Scroll.
in, April 11, 2019, https://scroll.in/latest/919666/lok-sabha-elections-bjp-admits-namo-tv-is-run-
by-its-information-technology-cell (accessed 26 April 2020); Samarth Bansal, “How the BJP Used 
Technology to Secure Modi’s Second Win,” Centre for International Governance Innovation, June 12, 
2019, https://www.cigionline.org/articles/how-bjp-used-technology-secure-modis-second-win.
27  Pradeep K. Chhibber and Susan L. Ostermann, “The BJP’s Fragile Mandate: Modi and Vote 
Mobilizers in the 2014 General Elections,” Studies in Indian Politics 2 vol. 2 (2014): 137–51.
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channels has continued unabated.28 Meanwhile, the RSS announced recently that it 
had conducted a national survey of its nearly 15 lakh (1.5 million) members to harness 
their full potential through tailoring social schemes that would best utilize their skills.29 
Herein perhaps lies the truth about why the BJP-RSS relationship has continued to 
work well against all odds. The BJP’s rise to power gives the RSS the means to influence 
a range of policies from education curriculums, to food, to commerce without “getting 
its hands dirty” in the daily churn of politics. At the same time, the RSS, whose visibility 
and membership has increased in recent years in part due to the BJP, is able to mobilize 
a vast constituency on a regular basis, gradually priming society to be receptive to BJP’s 
electoral machinations. A carefully nurtured quid pro quo such as this is unlikely to end 
as long as the shared vision of a Hindu nation remains.
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28  Ashish Pandey, “RSS, BJP Chiefs Attend 3-Day Long Meet in Andhra Pradesh to Dis-
cuss 2019 Polls,” India Today, September 7, 2018, https://www.indiatoday.in/elections/lok-
sabha-2019/story/rss-bjp-chiefs-attend-3-day-long-meet-in-andhra-pradesh-to-discuss-2019-
polls-1328799-2018-08-31.
29  “RSS to Activate 15 Lakh Members through Social Programmes,” The Hindu, March 14, 2020, 
https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/karnataka/rss-to-activate-15-lakh-members-through-so-
cial-programmes/article31064285.ece.
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Ethnoreligious Nationalism and Majoritarianism in Asia
Jeff Kingston

Revised and excerpted from the conclusion by permission of the publisher from The 
Politics of Religion, Nationalism, and Identity in Asia, by Jeff Kingston (Rowman & 
Littlefield, 2019). 

Majoritarianism is the scourge of Asia, as ethnic majorities are abandoning tolerance 
and accommodation of diversity in ways that threaten, inter alia, ethnic, religious, and 
linguistic minorities. This phenomenon is based on the precept that the numerically 
largest group in a society enjoys primacy and has the right to make policies that favor 
the majority, even at the expense of diversity and minorities. This is not entirely new 
in Asia as many nations have experienced previous paroxysms of majoritarian violence 
and pogroms, but in recent years this intolerance has become more institutionalized 
and sustained. This tyranny of the majority threatens the secular state model based on 
a commitment to pluralism, tolerance, and diversity.1 Authoritarian governance and 
democratic backsliding are an expression of, and reinforce, this tyranny, undermining 
secularism while amplifying risks for minorities.

Majoritarianism posits that an ethnic or religious majority has the right to determine 
a nation’s destiny without regard for minority rights.2 The rise of Hindu nationalism in 
India, Sinhalese Buddhist nationalism in Sri Lanka, and Bamar Buddhist nationalism in 
Myanmar are examples of ethnoreligious nationalism. Ethnoreligious nationalism is the 
conflation of national identity with the ethnic majority’s religious affiliation.3 In all these 
examples, only members of the majority are treated as full citizens while minorities are 
tolerated as long as they do not challenge the majority, are suitably deferential, and accept 
being marginalized – politically, economically, and culturally. In democratic societies, 

1  See Mark Juergensmeyer, Global Rebellion: Religious Challenges to the Secular State, from Christian 
Militias to Al Qaeda (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2008).
2  Kesavan, Mukul, “Murderous Majorities,” New York Review of Books, January 18, 2018, https://
www.nybooks.com/articles/2018/01/18/rohingya-murderous-majorities/.
3  See Angana P. Chatterji, Thomas Blom Hansen, and Christophe Jaffrelot, Majoritarian State: How 
Hindu Nationalism Is Changing India (London: Hurst & Company, 2019); Benjamin Schonthal, “En-
vironments of Law: Islam, Buddhism, and the State in Contemporary Sri Lanka,” Journal of Asian 
Studies 75, no. 1 (2016): 137–56.; Francis Wade, Myanmar’s Enemy within: Buddhist Violence and the 
Making of a Muslim Other (London: Zed Books, 2019).
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populist parties that stoke majoritarian prejudices find this development encouraging 
and consequently tolerate violence against minorities because it pays off electorally. For 
China, taming restive minorities focuses on protecting the territorial fringes and stifling 
ostensible separatist aspirations. 

In writing about the politics of religion, nationalism, and identity, I analyze how the 
mutually reinforcing dynamic between religion and nationalism carries powerful implica-
tions for how people view their world and act in it. The politicization of religion confers 
sacral legitimacy on the bond of people with the nation and on those who manipulate 
such bonds for political gain. Conflating national identity with religion in the diverse 
societies of Asia breeds majoritarian intolerance that marginalizes ethnic, linguistic, 
religious, and sexual minorities, subjecting them to various indignities and violence, both 
by state security forces and by vigilantes empowered by a sense of mission and impunity. 
Asia’s religious, ethnic, and sexual minorities are at risk from malevolent majoritar-
ian impulses that, in some cases, spark a violent backlash. In 2019, Narendra Modi’s 
government rescinded Kashmir’s special autonomy that had, inter alia, restricted land 
ownership to locals in this Muslim majority region.4 Subjugated by some 700,000 Indian 
troops, tens of thousands of Muslim Kashmiris have been killed, jailed, and tortured 
under a harsh and sustained occupation that encourages extremism.5 Also in 2019, the 
Modi government unveiled an amended Citizenship Act that ostensibly aims to root 
out illegal migrants. In reality, the Act makes religion a criteria for citizenship and seeks 
to strip citizenship from many Muslims in northeast India.6 

In Myanmar, relations between Muslims and Buddhists are tense, in recent years punc-
tuated by eruptions of violence and rioting. In the western state of Rakhine, from 2017, 
the military drove some 730,000 Muslim Rohingya into neighboring Bangladesh. This 
was not the military’s first ethnic clearance operation targeting the Rohingya.7 Pros-
pects for repatriation appear unpromising given the hostility directed at the Rohingya 
and the fear of reprisals should they return. Ma Ba Tha, the ultranationalist Buddhist 
organization, did not orchestrate this exodus, but the hatemongering by Wirathu, a 
high-profile Burmese Buddhist monk in this movement, has incited wider anti-Muslim 
sentiments and stoked fears about an Islamic demographic time bomb. This same fear 
animates the Islamophobic hatemongering of Gnanasara, a Sri Lankan militant monk 

4  Arundhati Roy, “The Silence Is the Loudest Sound,” New York Times, August 15, 2019, https://
www.nytimes.com/2019/08/15/opinion/sunday/kashmir-siege-modi.html; Pankaj Mishra, “India Is 
Shooting Itself in the Foot in Kashmir,” Clarion India, September 13, 2019, https://clarionindia.net/
india-is-shooting-itself-in-the-foot-in-kashmir/.
5  Basharat Peer, “Kashmir’s Forever War,” Granta, September 16, 2010, https://granta.com/kash-
mirs-forever-war/.
6  Neha Dabhade, “Citizenship Amendment Act, 2019: The Fire That Consumes India.” Clarion India, 
December 19, 2019, https://clarionindia.net/citizenship-amendment-act-2019-the-fire-that-con-
sumes-india/; Anil Nauriya, “How First NDA Regime Created the Crisis that its New Citizenship 
Law Deepens,” The Indian Express, January 26, 2020, https://indianexpress.com/article/express-sun-
day-eye/trial-by-paper-citizenship-amendment-act-caa-protests-delhi-jama-masjid-jamia-6233237/.
7  “Rohingya Crisis in Myanmar,” Global Conflict Tracker, Council on Foreign Relations, last modified 
May 8, 2020, https://cfr.org/interactive/global-conflict-tracker/conflict/rohingya-crisis-myanmar.
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who was the leader of Bodu Bala Sena (BBS-Buddhist Power Force) and advocates a 
Sinhalese Buddhist national identity.8 These extremist Sinhalese and Burmese monks 
pine for Buddhist-only nations much like Hindutva activists yearn for a purified Hindu 
homeland and Islamic hardliners fantasize about regional caliphates where the secular 
boundary between religion and government is eliminated. 

The nexus of politics, religion, and nationalism in Asia paints a disturbing picture of 
societies riven by violence and menace. The sanctified extremism on display is at odds with 
the dignified piety commonly associated with religion. Opportunists stoke the flames 
of sanctimonious passions and tap into anger and resentments looking for an outlet, 
often invoking religion to justify agendas that have little to do with the philosophical or 
humanistic tenets of their faiths. They provoke culture wars to manipulate the theater of 
politics, gaining attention and an aura of power from staging grand spectacles and grisly 
incidents as in the Bangladesh bakery attack in 2016 and the 2019 suicide bombings at 
churches and hotels carried out in Sri Lanka. Invented or exaggerated threats or insults 
to religion are a common pretext for deeds that are less about spirituality than enforcing 
conformity, neutralizing opponents, or exacting revenge. Taking umbrage has become 
the default response for those looking for an excuse. 

Accusations of blasphemy have proliferated with the advent of social media, spreading 
allegations and unproven accusations that have the effect of guilty verdicts on the accused. 
Recent high-profile blasphemy cases involving Christians, such as Bibi, a farm worker 
in Pakistan, and Ahok, the ousted governor of Jakarta, draw international attention, 
but even more Ahmadiyya and Shi’a Muslims are targeted by the Sunni majority in 
these nations. This is a virulent “Othering” that is state sanctioned, where laws are used 
selectively as cudgels and vigilantes take justice into their own hands. 

There are even apps for reporting transgressions, and social media is a hothouse for 
whipping up righteous indignation. This apparent plague of blasphemy is not due to 
a surge of impiety, but rather the onslaught of globalization and perceived (or hyped) 
threats to cherished traditions, values, culture, and identity. Under such circumstances, 
lines delineating what is acceptable and what is unacceptable are drawn more conspic-
uously and defended more tenaciously. Religious and spiritual leaders are also engaged 
in an intensified competition to attract followers and mobilize them, using social media 
to disseminate and inflame. In the crowded space for online clerics, nothing equals the 
pulling power of blasphemy charges, so what used to be overlooked, tolerated, or dealt 
with quietly is now packaged for mass consumption, the ultimate click-bait for the 
devoted. In a world in which religion is no longer the default option, one full of impious 
distractions, social media also generates solidarity and enforces conformity, enabling 
clerics to amplify and assert their authority among the faithful and those disenchanted 
with the political status quo.

8  See Benjamin Schonthal, “Environments of Law: Islam, Buddhism, and the State in Contemporary 
Sri Lanka,” The Journal of Asian Studies 75, no. 1 (2016): 137–56.
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Across Asia, the Internet is the accelerant of religious fanaticism, endowing keyboard 
trolls with a powerful voice in virtual communities where sensationalism rules in an 
echo chamber of spiraling indignation and resentments. Globalization propagates gilded 
lifestyles of reproach, providing constant reminders of relative deprivation that are the 
breeding ground of rancor and envy. The twenty-first-century “age of anger” described 
by Pankaj Mishra conveys a sense of the unhappiness, rage, and fury that find expres-
sion and a semblance of dignity in religious identities.9 Religion provides the seething 
and vexed with the vocabulary, moral purpose, and righteous calling to challenge and 
denounce the unwelcome and marginalized targets. The Internet is their force multiplier, 
creating virtual communities of the unhappy and enraged that enable engagement and 
mobilization based on shared values, traumas, and collective outrage. Whether targeting 
an imagined “love jihad” by Muslim lotharios in India or Myanmar, interfaith dating and 
marriage, allegedly licentious lifestyles, or income disparities, mobile phone networks 
are the infrastructure and connective tissue of mobocracy. By mobocracy, I mean the 
reliance on street politics and demonstrations to secure changes and advance policies that 
lack the legitimizing power of democratic elections and processes. While such mobs, as 
in the pro-democracy demonstrations in Hong Kong during 2019, can enjoy extensive 
grassroots support and provide a means to express popular discontent in a constrained 
political space, they are often manipulated by and serve elite interests.  Unelected religious 
leaders are whipping mobs into a frenzy while pressuring governments into making 
concessions, co-opting politicians, or derailing election campaigns. Religious groups 
like the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS) in India, Islamic Defenders Front (IDF) 
in Indonesia, BBS in Sri Lanka, Ma Ba Tha in Myanmar, and Hezafat in Bangladesh 
wield considerable political influence to push agendas that are only partly about religion.  
It does not take much to ignite the dry kindling of discontent in Asian societies, gener-
ating opportunities and vulnerabilities to exploit in the name of faith and creed. Rigid 
dogmas of intolerance are proliferating and roiling once tolerant diverse societies. These 
majoritarian ideologies are amplified by hatemongering and vilification. The hawkers of 
dogma fan fears and threats to create a siege mentality that is also a call to arms. Mili-
tant monks in Sri Lanka and Myanmar have embraced such insidious tactics, leading 
Islamophobic campaigns that stir an irrational malevolence and paranoia that nurtures 
a remarkably baseless, self-pitying sense of victimization. They find their counterparts 
among Hindutva activists and Islamic clerics who also recklessly and purposefully unleash 
orgies of violence. 

Hindutva, the angry face of Hinduism, swirls menacingly through the subcontinent, 
spreading vigilantism and bloodshed based on an embellished Islamic threat. Under 
Prime Minister Modi, it has become a state-sanctioned assault on India’s secular norms 
and vast Muslim population. Islamophobia is something of an industry, whipped up 
among the willing to achieve political goals and to “saffronize” history, heritage, education, 
and identity. The sorrows of inequality, poverty, and caste provide willing foot soldiers 
deployed in the name of an imagined Mother India, a purified Hindu homeland, where 
non-Hindus are the enemy to be reconverted (ghar wapsi) or eliminated. Activists and 

9  See Pankaj Mishra, Age of Anger: a History of the Present (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 
2017).
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leaders are shrewdly adept at the theater of politics, brandishing potent religious symbols, 
the collective trauma of Partition, and contested sacred sites to create a simulacrum 
of solidarity in a nation marked by deep divisions. They rend the fabric of a secular, 
diverse nation with their ethnoreligious grandstanding in pursuit of an unobtainable 
monoculture in a polychromatic society. In such circumstances, religion becomes the 
wellspring of prejudice and mayhem, igniting ferocity among the devoted unleavened 
by compassion. As Indian intellectual Pratap Bhanu Mehta remarked in March 2019, 
“Religion, that very thing that behooves us to transcend our identity, is being reduced 
to the identity that marks you, for which you will be targeted.”10

Globalization is generally associated with the West, but Arabization is a competing 
contagion in Asia that emanates from Saudi Arabia. Through lavish Saudi funding 
of mosque building and educational programs, the Haj, and migrant labor, a puri-
tan Salafist Islam has transformed the religious landscape of Asia, promoting intoler-
ance and extremism.11 Moderate Sufi Islam has come under attack, as have adherents 
of Shi’a and Ahmadiyya in societies in which tolerance once prevailed. Zealotry has 
become mainstreamed and religion has been politicized, as Arabization takes global 
Saudi Arabia’s overall geostrategic ambitions and rivalry with Shiite Iran. Projecting a 
Saudi-based Salafist orthodoxy enhances Riyadh’s soft power in Islamic societies. The 
Internet connects Saudi-based clerics with regional counterparts who seek and enforce 
their opinions, both gaining authority and legitimacy through these exchanges that 
position Saudi Arabia as the Islamic homeland. 

As much as Western influences may be alien, so too is the sociocultural baggage of 
contemporary Arabization. The spread of Islam in Asia has been a longstanding, evolu-
tionary process of evolving fusions over several centuries that draws on successive waves 
of interaction from commerce, pilgrimages, and war. Contemporary orthodox zealots 
may want to cleanse local religious practices of syncretic “pollutants,” but these are 
deeply rooted, ensuring puritanical Salafism confronts cultural resistance and tempered 
accommodation. Interactions that were once intermittent and episodic, however, are 
now sustained and intensified by the Internet, eliminating borders and distances that 
are also eroded by improved transport. These developments help accelerate and deepen 
the processes of “purification” and reform. Moreover, outrages can be shared instanta-
neously that nurture imagined communities of the traumatized and outraged, gener-
ating solidarity among the faithful and opportunities for fanatics. It took the Internet 
to turbocharge dakwah (preaching) and bring preachers into every laptop and mobile 
phone. This high-tech immanence is certainly not only about what is sacred and holy. 
Christians in Asia are mostly minorities and have been the target of majoritarian brutal-
ities across the region, with horrific consequences when suicide bombers attacked packed 
churches in Sri Lanka on Easter Sunday in 2019 as mass was being celebrated, killing 
over 250 and maiming hundreds more. Liberation theology has been salient in Timor 

10  Praveen Donthi, “The Liberals Who Loved Modi,” The Caravan, May 16, 2019, https://caravan-
magazine.in/politics/the-liberals-who-loved-modi.
11  Jeff Kingston, “How Arabization Changed Islam in Asia,” Asia Times, December 23, 2019, https://
www.asiatimes.com/2019/12/article/how-arabization-changed-islam-in-asia/.
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Leste and the Philippines, where the Church, especially its local leaders, has played a 
key role in anti-authoritarian movements. Christianity has also played a decisive role 
in Korean anticolonialism and subsequently, in mobilizing dissent in modern South 
Korea. Yet the big story is the explosive popularity of evangelical Christianity, especially 
Pentecostalism, that is taking Asia by storm. In China, one of the most inhospitable 
nations in the world for religion, Pentecostalism has thrived. But it has done so at the 
sufferance of authorities and operates in the gray zone of official forbearance. This 
fragility has motivated pastors to embrace patriotism with biblical fervor as a way to 
mollify the government and thereby safeguard converts from the authoritarian excesses 
inflicted on dissidents and renegades. In South Korea, success has been predicated on 
flamboyant celebrations and embracing shamanistic traditions, while in Indonesia and 
India, targeted and disadvantaged minorities have found solace and safety. Everywhere, 
the gospel of prosperity has been a key drawing card, while the grid of rules and codes of 
behavior have appealed to many caught in the deracinating transformations of a “rising 
Asia” and the receding bonds of community in mobile, urbanizing societies. 

Religion is eminently useful for those who have political agendas because it confers virtue 
and ignites passion. Combining religion with ethnonationalism taps into primordial 
fervor and unleashes fanaticism in the name of god and nation, transforming ignoble 
misdeeds into sacred duty. The conflation of religion and national identity is a formula 
for a glowering majoritarianism threatening to minorities. Proponents of ethnonation-
alism wrapped in the robes of religion target the evident diversity in their societies and 
agitate against it. 

The essence of religion is peaceful, otherworldly, and enlightening, a way of living to 
abide by that inspires thoughtful, charitable, and altruistic engagement, except when 
it does not. The gap between precepts and practice does not impugn the former but 
rather highlights how the tenets are elusive aspirations. In sum, where there is power, 
there are scoundrels and opportunists who are adept at enlisting the ardor of religion 
and nationalism for political purposes. In doing so, they seek to bolster their moral 
authority and legitimacy, unleashing destructive torrents and inflicting traumas that 
scar and precipitate retribution, repression, and cycles of violence. Alas, all too often, 
such powerful manipulators sin with impunity. But why is this politics of ethnoreligious 
nationalism escalating? 

My view is that humans cling to nonrational orientations. A wholly secular, rational, 
and logical world does not satisfy spiritual and psychic needs, and thus people respond 
to emotional-spiritual-mythic gestures, symbols, and rhetoric. The global surge in polit-
icized religion and religious politics is driven by the radical disruptions of intensified 
globalization that threaten traditional verities and established norms. There is rampant 
disappointment and sagging confidence in secular nationalism because it seems so inade-
quate a defense against this relentless assault and does not provide a compelling assertion 
of values or articulate the basis for a moral community. In contrast, religious austerity 
and extremist violence respond to the yearning for renewal and purification in corrupt 
and flawed polities, offering an uplifting vision for a moral order and reassertion of 
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proper values in society. This revivalism, calling for sinners to repent and a vanquishing 
of evil, appeals to the disappointed, disillusioned, and deracinated. Grandiose spectacles 
and the contagion effect of the crowd transport people to a less mundane space where 
grim realities can be eclipsed by gilded glimmerings of hope and redemption swathed 
in spirituality and nationalist scapegoating. Decisive actions and agendas offer relief 
from governments wallowing in destructive and interminable bickering. Tough leaders 
who speak their minds, embrace bold plans, and challenge political pieties, in contrast 
to dull, consultant-trimmed wonks, appeal to the primordial and tribalist inclinations 
of human beings. Problematically, the populist craving for grandeur, moral certainties, 
and vengeance remains unquenched. 

In assessing this angry and alarmed Asia, it is also important to consider the large youth 
cohorts in South and Southeast Asia facing uncertain job prospects in a rapidly chang-
ing world that is also displacing their elders and leaves them both feeling powerless. 
Globalization subverts established norms and the social order, shredding reassuring 
certainties, and undermining dignity and self-respect. This amorphous process, unleashed 
by distant global forces beyond national control, ramps up a desire for greater control 
and certainty that responds to the hyped promises of ethnoreligious nationalism. These 
ominous appeals reverberate with greater impact in Asia’s heterogeneous societies, in 
which diversity spurs enmities and rivalries that stoke an intensified longing for solidarity 
to ward off threats, imagined and real. 

Moreover, the bonds of social cohesion have loosened and frayed as globalization is 
propelling intensified and sustained interactions in a cyber-charged encounter with forces 
of modernization. This phenomenon is transforming internal dynamics and aspirations 
and heightening competition across the board, creating more “losers” and accentuating 
divisive disparities. There has also been an upsurge of rights-driven movements spurred 
on by international norms and institutions that threaten the privileges and prejudices 
of the entrenched. In addition, migration creates diaspora communities that gain the 
wherewithal to meddle back in their homelands, while temporary overseas employment 
exposes workers to new influences and norms that they spread upon their return. It is 
thus a multipronged maelstrom sweeping Asian societies as they navigate the rapids of 
modernization toward becoming the fulcrum of the world economy. In such a situation, 
the passengers are looking for a strong helmsperson who projects confidence that better 
times are coming. 

Asian political spaces are no longer just about mainstream parties and election campaigns, 
as social media has taken the keys away from the gate-keepers and given a voice to blog-
gers, clerics, monks, priests, outsiders, and anyone else with a mobile phone, enabling 
direct connections with the multitudes. This cyber-recasting of the political landscape has 
vast implications that mainstream politicians and parties ignore at the risk of irrelevance. 
The genie is out of the bottle and, with the exception of China, there is no going back 
to the circumscribed political arenas of the past that were much easier to control. This 
brave new world for Asia promises to be one in which the solace of religion retains a 
buoyant appeal for those threatened by escalating globalization and ethnonationalist 
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assaults on the bonds of cohesion and tolerance. While the rising tide of ethnonational-
ism is destabilizing and gaining momentum from the perceived threats of globalization, 
religion serves as both an oasis of order and a useful weapon amid intensified culture 
wars about identity. In the aftermath of ethnoreligious conflict, lingering enmities and 
prejudices are the sanctified embers of violence that can flare abruptly, leaving more 
scars to be avenged. 

The momentum of majoritarianism in Asia has unleashed the nightmares of ethnoreli-
gious nationalism and provoked a hardening of identities, reducing the scope for accom-
modation. This phenomenon has also triggered a backlash of minority sub-nationalisms 
contesting majoritarian chauvinism, as in Kashmir. The secular state is undermined by 
these developments, and this has led to democratic backsliding, concessions to religious 
hardliners, and resorting to repressive tactics that undermine secular principles. The 
postcolonial leaders were the champions of those secular precepts. However, facing a 
vastly different context, twenty-first century leaders’ commitment to these principles 
is ceding ground to the survival instinct, as they do what it takes to retain power and 
fend off challengers, by fair means and foul. It has long been an article of faith that 
the ends do not justify the means, but this tenet is fading in Asian democracies, where 
retaining power is depicted as an existential imperative because the opponents cannot 
be trusted. Citing Bangladesh, some argue that the government has a point because the 
main political opposition along with its affiliated groups champion antithetical views 
regarding national identity and have a violent track record in support thereof.12 Yet if 
such a zero-sum calculus prevails, then what is the purpose and meaning of democracy 
and secular ideals? Illiberal democracy may be better than no democracy at all, but it 
remains fool’s gold, appearance without substance, eroding the foundations of the state 
in the name of preserving it. Denying a voice in mainstream politics to the angry and 
alienated is not a sustainable solution to maintain that system or the integrity of the 
political process. The risk to inclusiveness and radicalizing the excluded is undeniable, 
while the consequences are unpredictable and could well come back to haunt both the 
venal and the well-intentioned. 

Jeff Kingston is Director of Asian Studies and Professor of History at Temple University Japan 
where he has taught since 1987. As a Fulbright fellow he conducted fieldwork and archival 
research in Indonesia and the Netherlands 1984-1985 and completed his PhD in history at 
Columbia in 1987. He has written and edited several books and articles on Japan and also 
on nationalism and press freedom in Asia. He is currently editing a collection of essays on the 
pandemic in Asia. His current research focuses on transitional justice and the politics of memory.

12  K. Anis Ahmed, “Bangladesh’s Unfinished Revolution,” South Asia Program at Hudson Institute, 
February 15, 2019. http://www.southasiaathudson.org/blog/2019/2/15/bangladeshs-unfinished-rev-
olution?fbclid=IwAR3R-RI2Y53jY30Kk5fTU7Jccs4JT-We59J4MKs5Ow7z4IDJAz3lJ-t_pK4.
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Reactionary Nationalism and Democratic Development in Myanmar and 
Japan

Apichai W. Shipper1*

Nationalism has reemerged as a major issue in Asia, where thousands of ethnic groups 
live inside national boundaries artificially constructed by Western colonizers. While 
other Asian societies are witnessing various forms of nationalism, Myanmar and Japan 
are experiencing reactionary nationalism, which is making negative headlines around 
the world. I define “reactionary nationalism” as a demonstration of love for the nation 
among a group of ordinary people in reaction to a perceived, falsely constructed, or real 
threat to its national security or existence from an ethnic minority or foreigner group. 
It arises from a dissatisfaction with modernization that is accompanied by increasing 
economic and social inequality. Reactionary nationalists seek to punish specific ethnic 
minorities or foreigner groups that act in ways perceived as destroying their collective 
political community or as undermining their common identity or national unity. They 
view the targeted ethnic group with prejudice for receiving special privileges or assistance 
from the government or the international aid community. While demonstrating their 
love for the country, they often incite hatred against a particular minority or foreigner 
group. Reactionary nationalists in both the heterogeneous society of Myanmar and 
the homogeneous society of Japan have formed hate groups comprised of Buddhist 
nationalists and internet ultra-rightists (netto uyoku), respectively. I argue that these 
particular nationalist groups hinder democratic development in their countries, because 
democracies require respect for individual political rights and for differences in culture 
(beliefs and identities) between individuals and groups. Reactionary nationalist groups 
espouse undemocratic ideals and ethnic violence against minority groups. Specifically, 
the growth of such groups and accompanying violence impede democratic transition in 
Myanmar and democratic deepening in Japan, while potentially putting these societies 
on a dangerous path toward democratic retrenchment – or even greater state control 
and intolerance.

1 *Apichai W. Shipper is an Adjunct Associate Professor in the Asian Studies Program at Georgetown 
University and the Asia Regional Chair at the Foreign Service Institute of the US Department of 
State. Views expressed in this article are those of the author and do not necessarily reflect the views 
of the U.S. Department of State or the U.S. government. 
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This article is part of a larger project in which I have identified six categories of nation-
alism in Asia: revisionist nationalism, official nationalism, mono-cultural nationalism, 
reactionary nationalism, diasporic/long-distance nationalism, and ethnic nationalism. 
One or more of these categories of nationalism can be found in Japan, Korea, the People’s 
Republic of China, Myanmar, Thailand, Cambodia, Laos, Vietnam, Brunei, Indonesia, 
Papua New Guinea, and the Philippines. Reactionary nationalism also exists in Cambo-
dia, particularly against ethnic Vietnamese. My research on reactionary nationalists in 
Cambodia remains at an early stage soI have not included the Cambodia case here. 

Myanmar

Myanmar is mostly a Buddhist country. According to the 2014 national census, 87.9 
percent of the population considered themselves Buddhists, 6.2 percent Christians, 4.3 
percent Muslims, and 1.6 percent others.2 Buddhist nationalism in Myanmar became 
visible after the political transition in 2011. The 969 movement and the Ma Ba Tha (Asso-
ciation for the Protection of Race and Religion) exemplified two successive reactionary 
movements against the perceived threat of Islam spreading into Southeast Asia, with 
only Myanmar standing between 160 million Muslims in Bangladesh and 250 million 
Muslims in Malaysia and Indonesia. They noted that Buddhism was once predominant 
in these neighboring countries before being overtaken by Islam in the thirteenth century. 
Based on the current regional dynamics, Buddhist nationalists have increasingly referred 
to Myanmar’s borders with Bangladesh as “the western gate” (anauk-taga).3 They are 
gripped by existential angst, including demographic, economic, and cultural anxieties. 
They claim that Muslims “are hoarding capital, using their wealth to woo and marry 
Buddhist women, then forcing their wives and children to convert to Islam through 
physical or economic pressure.”4 Meanwhile, political elites, who are mostly Buddhists, 
focus their attention on accumulating personal wealth and power through their official 
connections, while ignoring the plight of ordinary people.5 In this sense, Buddhist 
nationalists oppose both Muslim ethnic minorities and (Buddhist) political elites. 

The name of the 969 movement itself signified a reaction against a folk Islam repre-
sentation of the Basmala’s numerology of “786” in the religious phrase “In the Name of 
Allah, the Most Gracious, the Most Merciful” (bi-smi llāhi r-rahmāni r-rahīm). Muslims 
in Myanmar and many parts of South Asia had long used “786” on the storefronts 
to identify halal restaurants and Muslim-owned shops.6 For Buddhist nationalists, 

2  Central Intelligence Agency, “Burma – The World Factbook,” Internet, https://www.cia.gov/library/
publications/the-world-factbook/geos/bm.html, Accessed April 5, 2020. With a mass exodus of 
Muslims from the Rakhine state in recent years, the Muslim population in Myanmar has declined to 
about 3 percent.
3  Thant Myint-U, The Hidden History of Burma: Race, Capitalism, and the Crisis of Democracy in the 
21st Century (New York: Norton, 2020), 208.
4  International Crisis Group, “Buddhism and State Power in Myanmar,” (Yangon/Brussels: Crisis 
Group Asia Report No. 290, September 5, 2017), 7. Available at: https://www.refworld.org/pd-
fid/59ae8e1f4.pdf).
5  Thant Myint-U, The Hidden History of Burma, 208.
6  International Crisis Group, “Buddhism and State Power in Myanmar,” 10.
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“969” stood for a specific number of characteristics of Buddhism’s three jewels: nine 
characteristics of the Buddha, six characteristics of the Dharma (the teachings of the 
Buddha), and nine characteristics of the Sangha (the monastic community). The 969 
movement, which started in Mawlamyine (formerly Moulmein) in the Mon state under 
the leadership of prominent monks such as Ashin Wirathu and Ashin Wimala, espoused 
bigoted, extremist rhetoric. Members of the movement made unsubstantiated claims 
of  “a Muslim plot to take over the country and of schemes to have Muslims marry and 
convert Buddhist women.”7 Certain individuals even devised a conspiracy theory that 
7+8+6 adds up to twenty-one, signifying that the twenty-first century would be under 
the control of Muslims. The alleged rape and brutal murder of a Buddhist woman, 
Thida Htwe, by three Muslim youths in the Rakhine (formerly Arakan) state on May 
28, 2012, brought unsavory media attention to Rakhine, as Buddhist Rakhines and 
Rohingya Muslims attacked each other’s communities. Starting in June 2012, a wave 
of anti-Muslim violence swept across the country.

In late 2013, the Sangha Council, a government-appointed body of monks that oversees 
and regulates the Buddhist clergy, officially banned the 969 movement for its un-Bud-
dhist nature. The loosely organized movement then evolved into a more formal structure 
of the Ma Ba Tha, based in the old capital of Mandalay. Under the Ma Ba Tha structure, 
laypeople, especially women, played important roles in extending awareness of nation-
alist ideology. Believing that recent conflicts were rooted in tensions originating from 
the taking of young Burmese women as second wives by older Muslim men, Buddhist 
women led a rally for the adoption of four new race and religious laws in 2015.8 These 
laws: 1) prohibited polygamy practices or marital infidelity; 2) ensured that religious 
conversion of women into Islam is done voluntarily (or needed parental consent if under 
age twenty) with basic knowledge of Islamic family laws; 3) required an interfaith couple 
to submit a marriage application to the township registrar for public display for four-
teen days; and 4) limited Muslim couples to two children in geographic regions where 
population rates were considerably high (i.e. Rohingya areas of the Rakhine state). In 
effect, the laws targeted Muslims, especially the darker-skin Rohingya. 

In October 2016, the militant group Arakan Rohingya Salvation Army (ARSA) attacked 
Border Guard Police bases in northern Rakhine state. This event revitalized Buddhist 
nationalists and brought the perceived threat of violent Islam to the forefront of the 
national consciousness. Thereafter, anti-Muslim sentiment spiked. In August 2017, 
ARSA again attacked police posts and attempted to raid an army base. The Tatmadaw 
(military) responded violently against ARSA and ruthlessly against the Rohingyas. 
As the plight and persecution of the Rohingyas captured the world’s attention, their 
Buddhist and non-Rohingya Muslim neighbors did nothing to help or protect them. 
This may have to do with the preferential treatment many Rohingyas received from inter-
national media and aid organizations. Although the Rakhine state is one of the poorest 
regions in Myanmar, populated by Buddhists, Rohingyas, and non-Rohingya Muslims, 
humanitarian assistance from international aid organizations, by definition, went mostly 

7  International Crisis Group, 10.
8  Thant Myint-U, The Hidden History of Burma, 208.
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to the displaced Rohingya population. Understandably, other equally poor residents in 
the Rakhine state felt neglected as they watched truckloads of foreign aid going into 
Rohingya areas. Former U.S. Ambassador to Myanmar Derek Mitchell explains:

Local Rakhine did not make a distinction between so-called “humanitarian aid,” 
which is emergency assistance that would go to internally displaced Rohingya (and 
some Rakhine), and “development aid,” which is general aid that goes to popu-
lation in need...By definition, humanitarian assistance is not meant for Rakhine 
who are suffering under “normal” conditions. Local Rakhine in desperate need 
understandably didn’t care about the distinction but resented that a vast majority 
of precious UN aid would land at local airports and steam through their villages 
to Rohingya camps - and wonder why the assistance was such one-sided No 
amount of explanation was sufficient, again understandably when you live in such 
a desperate situation and a minority community seems favored by outsiders.9 

More surprisingly, democratic movement activists and leaders from the “88 Generation 
Students Group” remained uncharacteristically silent throughout the Rohingya crisis. 
In fact, some of the leaders went so far as to criticize the Rohingya as illegal migrants. 
After the military crackdown of students uprising on August 8, 1988, many students 
escaped into the border regions and lived with ethnic minority groups, especially along 
the borders of Bangladesh, India, China, and Thailand. Although they have expressed 
support for minority rights, especially for those minorities inside Myanmar, they have 
not shown the same empathy for the Rohingyas. The student activists feared that they 
would not gain support from the Buddhist Burmese and Rakhine population, from which 
the Ma Ba Tha had been recruiting with anti-Muslim narratives.10 Moreover, the 88 
student activists who recently became government officials believe that interference from 
the newly established civilian government would lead to military control and interrupt 
Myanmar’s democratic transition.

Japan

In the developed and homogeneous society of Japan, reactionary nationalism emerged 
out of the state’s inability to bring closure to its troubling history with its own citizens 
and concerned neighboring countries. A Cold War geopolitical environment that prior-
itized security concerns in the region permitted the differential treatment of Zainichi, 
Japanese-born, ethnic Koreans, and the provision of special rights to their representative 
institutions. When the Korean War partitioned Korea into North and South, causing 
a division within the Zainichi Korean community, the Japanese government worked 
with the South Korea-affiliated Mindan (Korean Residents Union in Japan) and the 
North Korea-affiliated Chongryon (General Association of Korean Residents in Japan 

9  Derek Mitchell, interview with the author, email correspondence, Washington, D.C., April 8, 2020. 
10  Dr. Naing Aung, former chairman of the All Burma Students’ Democratic Front (ABSDF) and Ms. 
Khin Ohmar, a leader in the 8888 Uprising and founder of the Women’s League of Burma, interview 
with the author, email correspondence, Arlington, VA, April 23, 2020.
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or Chōsen Sōren in Japanese).11 By doing so, Japan established a tri-party, politico-dip-
lomatic channel: Japanese officials – Mindan/Chongryon representatives – South/North 
Korean governments.12 Through this tripartite channel, situations for Zainichi Kore-
ans improved in 1965 after Japan and South Korea signed a treaty that gave Zainichi 
Koreans with South Korean citizenship a “special permanent resident” status. Koreans 
in Japan with North Korean citizenship received similar treatment in 1981. With this 
“special” foreigner status, the Japanese government permits Zainichi Koreans to reside 
indefinitely in Japan.13 They are free to live and work in Japan and receive comprehen-
sive social and welfare benefits from the government. Local authorities also provide tax 
breaks for Mindan and Chongryon-owned facilities, including exemption from paying 
fixed property and urban planning taxes. Unlike public facilities run by local govern-
ments, these public-subsidized facilities for Zainichi Koreans are for the exclusive use 
of Mindan/Chongryon members and restricted from the general public. 

Postwar reconstruction policymakers assumed that most colonial subjects would repa-
triate.14 Therefore, they assisted them in the repatriation process, while formulating 
restrictive citizenship policies. However, the continued presence of Zainichi ( Japa-
nese-born) Koreans (and Chinese) and their preferential treatment in comparison to 
other foreigners have become a constant reminder of Japan’s problematic past, which has 
raised anxiety among the Japanese public. The legal decision on preferential treatment 
towards Zainichi Koreans and the unsettling situation among Japanese citizens have 
given rise to Japan’s reactionary nationalism.

Some reactionary nationalists have elevated their private ideological concerns to the level 
of national security issues. Since the North Korean regime has admitted to abducting 
Japanese nationals, launched missiles toward Japan, and tested nuclear bombs, Chongryon 
and its members have faced hostility from the Japanese public and protests against their 
“privileged” position by nationalist groups during the past decades. This reaction to the 
conduct of an aggressive regime is an expression of angst toward an ethnic group linked 
to that regime. Chongryon’s presence provides Japanese nationalists a link to the North 
Korean government and further, creates a kind of xenophobic emotional reaction by 
bringing Japan’s enemy or national security threat onto its shores. As such, nationalist 
groups target Zainichi Koreans under the pretext of protecting Japan’s national security 
and preserving a common identity. They strategically combine a sense of fear provided 
by the unpredictable and “dangerous” North Korean government with anxieties that an 

11  Fukuoka Yasunori, Zainichi Kankokujin-Chōsenjin: Wakai Sedai no Aidentiti (Tokyo: Chūkōron-
sha, 1993).
12  Higuchi Naoto, Nihongata Haigaishūgi: Zaitokukai, Gaikokujin Sanseiken, Higashi Ajia Chiseigaku 
(Nagoya: Nagoya Daigaku Shuppankai, 2014).
13  Takamichi Kajita, “The Challenge of Incorporating Foreigners in Japan: ‘Ethnic Japanese’ and 
‘Sociological Japanese,’” in Myron Weiner and Tadashi Hanami, eds., Temporary Workers or Future 
Citizens: Japanese and U.S. Migration Policies (New York: New York University Press, 1998), 120-147.
14  Sakanaka Hidenoru, executive director of the Japan Immigration Policy Institute and former 
director of the Tokyo Immigration Control Bureau, interview with the author, note recording, 
Tokyo, March 26, 2010.



Volume 6 | 2020 [33]

Shipper | Reactionary Nationalism and Democratic Development in Myanmar and Japan 

enemy linked to that authoritarian regime exists and lives nearby. They seek to punish all 
Zainichi Koreans (including those associated with South Korea) and their representative 
institutions, with a call for an end to “special privileges” granted to Zainichi Koreans.

In 2006, the nationalist group Zaitokukai (Citizens Against Special Privileges of Zain-
ichi) emerged to specifically challenge “special privileges” granted to Zainichi Kore-
ans. Zaitokukai members believe that Zainichi Koreans, who are affiliated with North 
Korea, have chosen to separate themselves from their local communities and do not 
try to promote harmonious interactions with Japanese citizens. Therefore, they feel 
that the “special privileges” for the use of public land and the construction of buildings 
granted to Zainichi Koreans should be revoked. Group leaders used the internet to 
organize small-scale demonstrations, where approximately 200-300 people showed up 
and displayed racist placards like “Koreans return home,” “Koreans get out,” and even 
“Koreans should be massacred.”15 In 2013, the Zaitokukai organized a small-scale march 
in Shin-Okubo, Tokyo, where many Korean restaurants and shops are located. During 
this march, some Zaitokukai members went into several Korean establishments and 
harassed customers, staff, and owners. This incident led to the creation of the Counter 
Racist Action Collective (CRAC). Dozens of CRAC volunteers regularly mobilized to 
counterprotest Zaitokukai’s activism in places like Shin-Okubo.16 

Analysis

Despite their differences in geography, culture, and language, some commonalities can 
be found between reactionary nationalist movements in Myanmar and Japan. First, 
reactionary nationalists feel left out during rapid societal change that has reduced good 
jobs and other meaningful opportunities. In Myanmar, Buddhist nationalists see  corrupt 
elites trample over ordinary people and their sacred cultural values during a time of 
unparalleled change and uncertainty. In Japan, young, male nationalists with low-paying, 
part-time jobs specifically challenge “special privileges” granted to Zainichi Koreans and 
call for equal treatment (or equality). Second, reactionary nationalist organizations in 
both countries offer a powerful channel for participation in community-support activities 
as well as a sense of belonging and direction. Advanced social media platforms such as 
Facebook and LINE allow them to connect with strangers who share their views, and 
who are ready to be organized and mobilized for protests or demonstrations on short 
notice. In essence, increased inequality under polito-economic uncertainty in democracies 
has created spaces for popular mass movements that target a specific ethnic minority 
group. Moreover, advances in communication technologies have provided a medium 
for disgruntled masses to unite and mobilize against the targeted ethnic group. Third, 
political leaders in both Myanmar and Japan do not condone these reactionary nation-
alists. After the Sangha Council banned the 969 movement, it issued a statement that 

15  Martin Fackler, “New Dissent in Japan is Loudly Anti-Foreign,” The New York Times, August 28, 
2010, https://www.nytimes.com/2010/08/29/world/asia/29japan.html.
16  Daiki Shibuichi, “The Struggle against Hate Groups in Japan: The Invisible Civil Society, Leftist 
Elites and Anti-Racism Groups,” Social Science Japan Journal, 19:1 (2005), 71-83.
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Ma Ba Tha was not a “legal” Buddhist organization.17 On July 16, 2017, the Myanmar 
government warned that Ma Ba Tha members who failed to follow the Sangha Council’s 
decision would be prosecuted under civil law.18 Similarly, Japanese government officials 
have also made it clear that they do not side with Zaitokukai’s reactionary nationalism. 
In his May 2013 speech in the National Diet, Prime Minister Shinzo Abe expressed 
his concerns against a series of well-publicized protests against Zainichi Koreans: “I 
believe that the Japanese people respect harmony and shouldn’t exclude others.”19 In 
2013 and 2014, the courts have decided against the Zaitokukai on defamation charges 
brought by Zainichi Koreans. In December 2014, the National Police Agency placed 
Zaitokukai on its security watchlist and deemed it a threat to law and order. In May 
2016, the National Diet passed a bill that declared Japan has no tolerance for hate speech, 
although it stopped short from making hate speech a criminal offense with punishment 
against perpetrators.20 Most importantly, government responses illustrate the quality of 
democracy in Myanmar and Japan. As Myanmar embarks on its democratic transition, 
the government shows greater success in controlling its people, but less so against the 
military. In Japan, the government recently passed hate speech laws in an effort to reduce 
the spread of racism, while being careful to protect freedom of expression for its citizens.

Conclusion

In general, nationalism embodies both positive and negative elements. On the positive 
side, it can contribute to the maintenance of a political community capable of generat-
ing group unity, high quality personal relationships, and innovative efforts to generate 
economic well-being. On the negative side, its exclusive sentiments can obscure the 
common humanity of mankind and may lead to ethnic violence. Unfortunately, reac-
tionary nationalism in Myanmar and Japan exhibits the latter quality with a growth of 
hate groups and accompanying violence. This development toward less inclusivity can put 
these societies on a dangerous path toward democratic retrenchment, especially if coun-
terforces and political leaders remain silent. On the other hand, the fact that governments 
in both Myanmar and Japan have responded cautiously against the rise of reactionary 
nationalism inside their borders demonstrates the resilience of their democracies.

17  “State-backed Monks’ Council Decries MaBaTha as ‘unlawful,” The Irrawaddy, July 13, 2016.
18  “Action to be Taken Inevitably Against Those Who Don’t Comply With Sangha Committee’s 
decisions,” Global New Light of Myanmar, July 15, 2017, 2.
19  “Takoku wo Chūshō, Jibuntachi Hazukashimeteiru: Abe Shushō, Heito Supīchi ni Genkyū,” Asahi 
Shimbun, May 8, 2013, 38.
20  Kitano Ryuichi, “Heito Supīchi Hō ga Seiritsu,” Asahi Shimbun, May 25, 2016.
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Far-Right Politics and Indigenous Ainu Activism in Japan
Thisanka Siripala

Introduction

The Ainu are an indigenous ethnic group native to Japan and have strong roots in the 
northernmost island of HokkaidŌ and the Russian-administered Kuril and Sakhalin 
islands. They are believed to be the descendants of the prehistoric Jomon people who 
inhabited the Japanese archipelago between 16,000 and 3,000 years ago. Long before 
the Japanese nation-state, Ainu inhabitants spoke a distinct language and passed down 
unique spiritual and cultural practices independent of Japanese culture. They hunted 
and fished in harmony with nature according to the Ainu belief system that nature is 
the physical manifestation of the gods. 

However, Japan’s multi-ethnic history was actively repressed after 1868, when Emperor 
Meiji dismantled the feudal order in favor of a central modernizing Japanese state that 
could rival technologically advanced Western powers. From 1899, the Meiji government 
rolled out aggressive assimilation policies that banned traditional hunting and fishing and 
forced Ainu relocation. Ainu assimilation was an important part of the Meiji govern-
ment’s effort to construct a nation state, as it paved the way to one racial, cultural, and 
national identity. Despite efforts to silence the Ainu in the Meiji era, they defended their 
culture and lifeways from the margins of society through passive resistance, increased 
consciousness raising, and collective organization. Amidst varying manifestations of 
far-right and ultranationalist ideology in mainstream Japanese politics, Ainu collective 
strength has evolved alongside their changing position in public discourse. 

History of Colonial Hokkaidō

Although HokkaidŌ is Japan’s second largest island, it has the lowest population density 
in the country. It is a popular ski destination, and is also famous for dairy, seafood, and 
hot springs. Unbeknownst to most outsiders, however, is the fact that Hokkaidō is a 
relatively recent addition to Japan – colonized by the expanding Japanese empire in 1872. 
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Before the arrival of Japanese settlers, Ainu families hunted deer and bear, fished salmon 
and trout, and gathered wild plants.1 Before Meiji era leadership, the island was called 
“Ezoch,” which can be translated as “land of barbarians” or “the land for people who 
did not obey the government.”2 It was renamed “Hokkaidō” in 1869, meaning “northern 
sea route.” 

Japan’s political revolution through the Meiji Restoration fueled the country’s rapid 
modernization under a new centralized government. Although the “state” and rule of 
law had been established, the “nation” in “nation-state” had not. The elite class of the 
Meiji era took vigorous steps to construct an “imagined community” or racial unity—one 
that did not include the Ainu identity. 

The Meiji period handed down a powerful conservative tradition in line with British 
imperial attitudes.3 The Census Registration Act of 1871 forced Ainu communities to 
adopt the same Japanese surname regardless of kinship. Ainu customs such as ritual facial 
tattoos, earrings, and burning dwellings of the deceased were considered offensive and 
“backward” to Japanese sensibilities. These customs were banned in 1876, representing 
early manifestations of anti-Ainu policy.

The Japanese Empire hoped that the “untamed” island of Hokkaidō could be developed as 
a prosperous agricultural region to help fuel Japan’s rapid industrialization. They pursued 
large-scale immigration policies facilitated by the Colonization Board for Hokkaido 
(Kaitakushi) which encouraged mainland Japanese settlers (wajin) to cultivate the land 
as pioneers on a new frontier. The first group of 500 settlers arrived in 1869, and the 
population catapulted to 1.5 million between 1890 and 1936.4

Japan’s colonial policies included the Former Aborigines Protection Act in 1899, which 
led to the systematic pauperization of the Ainu. The act mandated “welfare measures” 
such as forced relocation to government designated farmland, the provision of farm 
tools and seeds, livelihood and funeral assistance, medicine, and compulsory elementary 
schooling. Ainu children were given a rudimentary education in the Japanese language 
that focused on “national” ethics. They were also forbidden to speak their native language. 
The aim of these policies was to “civilize” and “Japanize” the Ainu from “barbarians” to 
“primitive Japanese.”5 

1  Richard Siddle, “Indigenous People of Japan,” in Japan’s Minorities: The Illusion of Homogeneity, ed. 
Michael Weiner (London: Routledge, 2009), 343, 358.
2  Michele M. Mason, Dominant Narratives of Colonial Hokkaido and Imperial Japan: Envisioning the 
Periphery and the Modern Nation-State (New York: Palgrave Macmillan US, 2012), 2.
3  Kenneth B. Pyle, “Meiji Conservatism,” in The Cambridge History of Japan, ed. Marius B. Jansen, 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), 674.     
4  Akemi Nakamura, “Japan’s Last Frontier Took Time to Tame, Cultivate Image,” Japan Times, July 8, 
2008. 
5  Justin P. Jacobson, “Time and the Ainu: Japanese Nation-Building and the Conceptualization of 
Difference,” Historical Geography 36 (2008): 166.
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Forced relocation was justified as a “benevolent” welfare measure to improve Ainu living 
standards. The distribution of small plots of land encouraged “former natives” to make a 
living through farming. However, most of the fertile land had been acquired by Japanese 
immigrants, leaving land unsuitable for farming to the Ainu. Moreover, they were not 
given any farming instruction.6 As a result of forced relocation, the Ainu were scattered 
into artificial communities that ignored traditional kin groupings, communal loyalties, 
and settlement patterns, which led to the breakdown of social cohesion. Ainu households 
were ultimately forced to work for the state or Japanese merchants for a menial wage 
and in some cases, they were only paid in sake rice liquor.7 The law also stripped the 
Ainu of customary land rights that had enabled subsistence practices such as hunting 
and fishing. Although Ainu were imperial subjects, they were second-class citizens, 
valued as a source of cheap manual labor. Discriminatory assimilation policies reinforced 
an inferior otherness and exacerbated poverty and disease among Ainu communities.

Pre-War Nationalism and Ainu Resistance

The Ainu were not docile victims. Ainu resistance persevered through waves of armed 
warfare, social awareness, and collective organization. Ainu self-identification and 
collective organization as a distinct ethnic group emerged amidst the chaos of Shinto 
ultra-nationalism in the 1920s. Before this period, a collective consciousness under a 
common Ainu identity had not yet formed, as Ainu communities were culturally diverse 
and had been historically isolated and scattered across Hokkaidō. 

In the early Meiji period, Japanese-Ainu relations turned violent as forced dislocation 
sparked territorial conflicts. Previously, the feudal shogunate had tried and failed to 
assimilate the Ainu through Japanization policies. The Ainu opposed changing the 
ways of their ancestors because they believed that doing so would anger their gods. 
However, the Former Aborigines Protection Act of 1899 prompted young Ainu men 
and women to speak out. After failed attempts to revolt, some Ainu youth turned to 
collective organizing. They ventured out to forge a shared sense of identity centered on 
escaping poverty. Whether it was active campaigning or through passive resistance, the 
Ainu attempted to assert control over their lives.8 

The death of Emperor Meiji in 1912 ushered in the Taishō era, which saw a brief 
flowering of democracy and Western liberal thought that opened avenues for Ainu to 
challenge prejudice in everyday life. Compulsory education teamed with Western-style 
cafes and mass media activated a political awakening in the Japanese masses, planting 
ideas of universal male suffrage. Early Ainu activist Takekuma Tokusaburō is widely 
recognized for being the first native Ainu to publish a book about the customs of his race. 

6  Kenichi Ochiai and Teruki Tsunemoto, “On Policy Measures for the Socio-economic Betterment 
of the Ainu People” in Hokkaido University Collection of Scholarly and Academic Papers 64.2 (2013): 
304.
7  Mason, Dominant Narratives of Colonial Hokkaido and Imperial Japan, 2.
8  Richard Siddle, Race, Resistance and the Ainu of Japan (London and New York: Routledge, 1996), 3, 
4, 34, 35, 114, 172, 159, 160, 169, 188, 224.
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Takekuma and other young educated Ainu challenged preconceptions that the Ainu were 
an “innate inferior race”9 and fought for educational reform, which they saw as a direct 
means to improve Ainu sanitation and economic conditions. As an early Ainu activist, he 
appealed for more funding for Ainu students pursuing higher education and fought to 
remove discriminatory “Ainu customs” lessons at elementary schools, which he believed 
divided Ainu students from their Japanese counterparts. In 1922, a young educated 
Ainu woman from Hokkaidō, Chiri Yukie, put together a collection of traditional Ainu 
songs and poetry that sparked a series of Ainu poetry publications by educated Ainu 
seeking to restore pride in their identity. By 1920, a range of community-level Ainu 
groups spread throughout Hokkaidō, and a left-wing group called Kaiheisha, translated 
as “Ainu Liberation,” emerged on the scene. However, there are no official records of 
its membership size and dissolution. The most well-known community organization 
was the non-radical Kyokumeisha. Established in 1927, Kyokumeisha was funded by 
donations and income from the group’s agricultural programs that were geared toward 
Ainu self-cultivation. It concentrated on efforts to increase living standards through 
agricultural guidance, the provision of small loans, and help in seeking employment.10 

During the subsequent Shōwa era, between 1926 and 1989, Ainu activism encountered 
spurts of success, but fell short of a large-scale movement. The Hokkaidō Ainu Kyōkai 
(Hokkaido Ainu Association) co-founded in 1930 by local officials, served as a body to 
speed up assimilation.11 Campaigning for reforms was tightly controlled by the group 
to ensure that it did not stray from the state’s welfare agenda. It claimed to represent 
all the Ainu in Hokkaidō and eventually co-opted the Kyokumeisha by absorbing its 
Ainu leaders. But the government and the Ainu did not share the same agenda in 
that the government viewed growing Ainu activism as a threat and used the body to 
monitor and curb “radical” change. On the other hand, while the Ainu were skeptical 
of a government-controlled Ainu group, many members decided to work within the 
parameters of the structures controlling them in order to improve their circumstances. 
In addition, many leaders of Ainu Kyōkai viewed Ainu assimilation into mainstream 
society as progress, having themselves succeeded in becoming influential and occasionally, 
wealthy.12 For this reason, the Ainu Kyōkai was kept busy lobbying for straightforward 
revisions to end discriminatory education and address social welfare issues stemming 
from the Former Aborigines Protection Act. By 1937, the Ainu Kyōkai had achieved 
its core aims of abolishing segregated Ainu schools and allowing Ainu to sell their land 
without the Hokkaidō Governor’s permission. Ainu could also now qualify for govern-
ment assistance even if they left jobs as farmers and pursued other occupations. However, 
by tying assimilation to livelihood and everyday life, the survival of Ainu identities was 
relegated to the private sphere of household and community life.13 

9  Siddle, Race, Resistance and the Ainu of Japan, 1.
10  Siddle, Race, Resistance and the Ainu of Japan, 8.
11  Katarina Sjoberg, The Return of Ainu: Cultural Mobilization and the Practice of Ethnicity in Japan, 
(London and New York: Routledge, 1993): 129.
12  Siddle, Race, Resistance and the Ainu of Japan, 8.
13  Simon Cotterill, “Ainu Success: the Political and Cultural Achievements of Japan’s Indigenous 
Minority,” The Asia-Pacific Journal 9, no. 12 (2011): 4-5.
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Although the early Ainu movement did not oppose the state, it sought to challenge 
stereotypes held by the Japanese majority of the Ainu being submissive, uneducated, and 
barbaric. Ainu-led self-help reforms laid the foundations for Ainu unity and identity 
under a common purpose that offered some respite from the economic hardships of 
daily life.

Post-World War II Nationalism and Ainu Activism 

The Ainu Kyokai fell dormant after 1937, until it resurfaced in the immediate post-war 
period to counter the abolishment of land allotments and tax exemptions provided by 
the Former Aborigines Protection Act. The elimination of these land allotments and 
tax exemptions threatened the livelihoods of Ainu landowners in Hokkaidō. In 1947, 
under the Allied occupation of Japan, the Ainu lost forty percent of their arable land 
in sweeping land reforms that sought to decentralize Hokkaidō land ownership. In 
particular, the goal was to redistribute large landholdings (124 acres and above) that 
were concentrated in the hands of 1,118 landowners and accounted for 20.5 percent of 
Hokkaidō’s total cultivated area.14 

Despite a desperate campaign for special consideration to keep Ainu farm allotments, 
1,271 Ainu lost ownership to farmland they rented to wajin tenants in a painful defeat. 
The Ainu Kyokai organized almost no further group activity until 1960. 

A newly organized Ainu movement for human rights and identity took off in the 1960s 
and peaked in 1997 when the Ainu Cultural Promotion Act replaced the century-old 
Former Aborigines Protection Act of 1899. Ainu political consciousness centered around 
expressing “ethnicity” rather than assimilation. The shift to expressing pride in Ainu 
culture was heavily influenced by the Civil Rights Movement in the United States and 
by increased contact with indigenous peoples outside Japan.15 

The Ainu played an active role in redefining their own culture in opposition to entrenched 
colonial representations. Despite growing calls for collective indigenous rights and the 
recognition of the right to culture in the 1980s, the Japanese government insisted that 
the Ainu were fully assimilated Japanese citizens. Prime Minister Miki Takeo exemplified 
the government tone in 1975, stating that “Japan was a homogeneous nation without 
the racial problems like the rest of the world.”16

In 1992, Ainu activist, Nomura Giichi, addressed the General Assembly at the United 
Nations (UN) in New York, drawing attention to the suffering of the Ainu people as a 
result of Japan’s forced assimilation policies. He called for the Japanese government to 
enter into a “new partnership” with the Ainu for the “development and realization of a 

14  Siddle, Race, Resistance and the Ainu of Japan, 8.
15  Robert H. Sayers, “Ainu: Spirit of a Northern People,” American Anthropologist 102, no. 4 (2000): 
879.
16  Siddle, Race, Resistance and the Ainu of Japan, 8.



Volume 6 | 2020 [41]

  Siripala | Far-Right Politics and Indigenous Ainu Activism in Japan

society in which all peoples can live together in dignity.”17

In postwar democratic Japan, participation in the political arena made room for diverse 
viewpoints among the Ainu people, who believed in varying degrees of self-determi-
nation. For example, the 1993 Nibutani Dam legal case represented a groundbreaking 
legal victory that triggered an increased awareness of the Ainu people’s existence. A 
Sapporo District Court ruled the government illegally seized land for the development 
of a dam in violation of Ainu land rights. Until this point, the government had refused 
to acknowledge the Ainu as Japan’s original inhabitants.

In 2008, the Diet approved a non-binding, bipartisan resolution urging the government 
to recognize the Ainu as indigenous people. It was replaced last year with an updated 
Ainu Promotion Act, which not only recognizes the Ainu as an indigenous group, but 
also aims to “realize a society that will respect the pride of the Ainu people.” 

Moreover, Ainu collective organizing has been able to indirectly influence government 
policy by mobilizing alongside international diplomatic channels.18 The UN Declaration 
on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP) in 2007 detailed the importance of 
minority and collective rights. However, the Japanese government’s transition towards 
Ainu cultural promotion happened largely on paper and was motivated by Japan’s desire 
to preserve its relationship with the international community. Domestic political leaders’ 
attitudes combined with indifferent societal attitudes on minority issues mean that Ainu 
protections are largely symbolic. Thus, the Ainu Kotan Association condemned the new 
Ainu Promotion Act for falling short of granting land rights found in UNDRIP and 
accused the government of “taking advantage of the Ainu as a tourist draw.”19

The Rise of The Far Right

Since the early 2000s, the influence of the right-wing conservative lobby group, Nippon 
Kaigi, or “Japan Conference,” in mainstream politics has presented a daunting ideological 
and political challenge for Ainu indigenous rights and cultural promotion. Nippon Kaigi 
envisions a new chapter of nation-building centered around a mix of Shinto religious 
values, patriotism, and pride in the ancient imperial line, ultimately advocating for 
blood-based unity as the basis for the Japanese nation-state.20 The similarities in the 
organizational goals of Nippon Kaigi and the ruling Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) 
became evident when in 2015, 289 LDP parliamentarians were Nippon Kaigi members, 
including the current Prime Minister Shinzō Abe.21 

17  Siddle, Race, Resistance and the Ainu of Japan, 8.
18  Cotterill, “Ainu Success,” 14.
19  Fumiko  Yoshigaki, “Ainu Leaders Bash Bill for Absence of their Aboriginal Rights,” 
Asahi Shimbun,  March 3, 2019.
20  Linda Sieg, “Japan PM Abe’s Base Aaims to Restore Past Religious, Patriotic Values,” Reuters, 
December 12, 2014.  
21  Daiki Shibuichi, “The Japan Conference (Nippon Kaigi): An Elusive Conglomerate,” East Asia 
34.3 (September 2017): 183.
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In 2006, the newly elected Abe administration went straight to work on education reforms 
by way of “moral education,” which included patriotism as an official subject. Education 
guidelines encourage virtues such as “love the nation with pride as a Japanese.”22 In this 
climate, the Ainu face new political hurdles when advocating for group-differentiated 
rights as an ethnic minority. 

In September 2019, Nippon Kaigi stirred controversy when the Hokkaidō branch held 
a lecture questioning the Ainu peoples’ claim as an indigenous people. The event was 
prompted by the new Ainu Promotion Act enacted in April, which offered subsidies to 
regional projects promoting Ainu culture. Since Ainu people were not defined in the 
specified ruling, Nippon Kaigi mocked the Ainu through hosting a lecture discussion 
titled “Can anyone become an Ainu?”  23

Momentum to raise the status of Ainu people in contemporary Japan has also been 
frequently stymied by government rhetoric. Over the years, a long sequence of official 
statements either denying Ainu discrimination or dismissing the Ainu as an indigenous 
ethnic group demonstrates how far removed Japanese politicians are from history and 
Ainu politics.  

For instance, Prime Minister Nakasone Yasuhiro of the LDP infamously declared Japan 
a homogeneous nation in 1986, stating there were “no racial minorities” in Japan.24 
In November 2014, Hokkaidō LDP prefectural legislator Onodera Masaru tweeted 
whether the Ainu were the indigenous peoples of Hokkaido. Onodera added, “our 
ancestors have not done reckless, unreasonable things to the Ainu.”25 The statement 
came after the UN held the first World Conference on Indigenous Peoples in New York. 
Meanwhile, Sapporo parliamentarian Kaneko Yasuyuki of the LDP tweeted in 2014 
that “there is really no such ethnic group called the Ainu anymore.”26 In 2019, Japan’s 
Deputy Prime Minister Asō Tarō of the ruling LDP apologized after publicly stating, 
“no other country but this one has lasted as long as 2,000 years with one language, one 
ethnic group and one dynasty.”27

22  Michael Hoffman, “Confronting The Definition of A ‘Moral Education,’’ Japan Times, April 28, 
2018.
23  Fumiko Yoshigaki, “Protests Against Lecture ‘Let’s all become Ainu’," Asahi Shimbun, September 
21, 2019.
24  Siddle, Race, Resistance and the Ainu of Japan, 8.
25  The Japan Times, “A Shameful Statement On Ainu”, November 17, 2014
26  Yasuyuki Kaneko (@kaneko_yasuyaki) “ The Ainu race no longer exist. At most it is a good thing 
that there are Japanese people with Ainu ancestry but it’s absurd to exercise Ainu rights. This is im-
possible to explain to taxpayers” [There is really no such ethnic group called the Ainu anymore…], 
Twitter, August 11, 2014. www.twitter.com/kaneko_yasuyuki/status/498816070531031041.
27  Kyodo News, “Aso Apologizes For Remarks About Japan’s Historical Unity,”January 14, 2020.
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More recently, the Ainu’s efforts to promote Ainu culture to the world suffered a setback 
after the Tokyo 2020 Organizing Committee announced a traditional Ainu dance would 
be cut from the Tokyo 2020 Olympics Opening Ceremony. The Cabinet Secretary’s Ainu 
Policy Office broke the news to the Hokkaidō Ainu Association in late January after 
the group convinced the government to allow an Ainu showcase three years ago. Orga-
nizers cited difficulties with “time constraints” and “stage production inconveniences” as 
rehearsals were undertaken in various parts of Hokkaidō. With a string of indigenous 
performances showcased at the 1994 Lillehammer Winter Olympics as well as the 2000 
Sydney Olympics, international and local media outlets picked up the cancellation. The 
Hokkaido Ainu Association Chairperson Kato Tadashi called the decision disappointing 
since immense effort had gone into rehearsals.28

Conclusion 

Ainu policy in contemporary Japan has been shaped by the global indigenous peoples’ 
movement. However, despite government efforts to recognize Ainu cultural differences, 
there are a number of lingering issues. Statements made by LDP assemblymen illustrate 
a disconnect between official pronouncements and politicians’ attitudes toward the Ainu 
identity. The Ainu have emphasized the importance of educating officials and politicians, 
including those in most regular contact with the Ainu.29 In doing so, the Ainu must also 
be more politically savvy in terms of forging stronger domestic political and institutional 
relationships in order to directly influence policy that impacts their daily lives.

Historically, Ainu resistance developed in reaction to the Meiji nationalist agenda,but 
it was simultaneously ignored by Meiji institutions and carefully moderated in the 
following Shōwa era. The resurgence of well-resourced nationalist lobby groups such 
as Nippon Kaigi suggest the narrative of an “Ainu problem” could make a comeback. 
Future Ainu policy could backslide without the flexibility and resilience to adapt to 
adversarial domestic pressures. Therefore, the latest Ainu Promotion Act is not the end 
of the struggle. The Ainu must return to the drawing board to devise a multi-tiered 
approach to address the sociopolitical preconditions that give way to domestic oppres-
sion. At the same time, advancing Ainu minority interests requires an improved bilateral 
relationship between the Ainu and the government. For that reason, Ainu organizations 
could formulate side-by-side initiatives that instill values such as equality, tolerance, 
and mutual acceptance. For example, policy instruments could entail encouraging Ainu 
descendants to explore their heritage, as well as increased Ainu political participation, 
compulsory education on Ainu history, and special instruction on Ainu sensitivities for 
political leaders as part of their government responsibility. Against all odds, the Ainu 
have fought for their survival. Instead of emphasizing Ainu activism as separate “victories” 
and “failures”, Ainu-Japanese relations are an ever-evolving process. Ainu activism that 
is in tune with domestic politics will ensure progressive Ainu policy and that modern 
Ainu identities not only remain relevant, but also climb up the national agenda.

28  Kim Kyung-Hoon, “Japan’s Indigenous Ainu Dance Dropped From Opening Ceremony,” February 
21, 2020.
29  Cotterill, ”Ainu Success,” 14.
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Japan’s Right-Wing Women and the “Comfort Women” Issue 
Tomomi Yamaguchi

Introduction

The issue of “comfort women” – women from Asia and the Pacific who were forced into 
sexual slavery for Japan’s imperial troops during World War II – has been surrounded 
by intense controversy in Japan since the mid-1990s. While the supporters of “comfort 
women” claim that the Japanese government was responsible for wartime sexual slavery 
and demand an apology and compensation for survivors, right-wing revisionists deny 
that Japan was responsible for past war crimes. 

After briefly reviewing the background on the surge of revisionist activism surrounding 
the “comfort women” issue, I will focus on recent developments in the second Abe admin-
istration, when the Japanese government and right-wing revisionists started actively 
engaging on this dispute. I will pay close attention to the right-wing movement against 
the building of “comfort women” memorials in the United States, and the significant 
roles that Japanese women have played in this revisionist movement. I argue that the 
Japanese revisionist movement against “comfort women” monuments and statues in the 
United States has provided Japanese right-wing women in Japan and the United States 
with a significant new platform. I will then demonstrate that the activities by the Japa-
nese government and the right-wing against “comfort women” memorials are extremely 
divisive for communities in the United States, especially among Asian Americans.

Revisionism and “History Wars”

The issue of “comfort women” became major news in Japan in 1991, when South Korean, 
Kim Hak-sun publicly came forward as a “comfort woman.” At that time, reactions from 
the Japanese government and right-wing organizations were not aggressively negative. 
The 1997 addition of the “comfort women” issue to all Japanese junior high school 
history textbooks, however triggered a sense of urgency among right-leaning citizens. 
The right-wing activists initiated a movement to publish revisionist history textbooks, 
and more generally, to disseminate their version of history, which denies that Japan 
committed war crimes. Many in the right-wing also attack academia’s accepted historical 
narrative on “comfort women,” denying that there was any government involvement in, 
or corresponding responsibility for, a system of wartime sexual slavery. 
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The current Prime Minister of Japan, Shinzō Abe of the Liberal Democratic Party (LDP), 
has been involved in the “comfort women” revisionist movement since the beginning 
of his political career in 1993.1 During Abe’s years as prime minister, from 2006 to 
2007 and again from 2012 to the present, the “comfort women” issue became a major 
political issue in Japan, with right-wing politicians and citizens attacking the claims 
of “comfort women” as untrustworthy, and denying Japan’s responsibility. Moreover, 
due to the unwillingness of the Japanese government to officially apologize to and 
compensate survivors, the “comfort women” issue has become a major diplomatic issue 
as well, especially between South Korea and Japan. The United Nations (UN) and 
feminist organizations working on the issue, particularly in Asia and the United States, 
have criticized Japan for its failure to admit its responsibility, officially apologize to the 
victims, and remember this historical issue.2 

Since the beginning of the second Abe administration in December 2012, the Japanese 
right-wing politicians have been more actively engaged in the fight over the “comfort 
women” issue. In 2014, Japan’s most conservative national paper, Sankei Shimbun, coined 
the term “history wars,” as the title of a series of articles focused on Japan’s disagreements 
with South Korea and China concerning Japan’s colonial history. The paper charged that 
Japan was a victim of “false indictment” by South Korea, China, the Japanese left, and 
the liberal media; thus, Japan had no choice but to fight against these accusations. Now, 
right-wing forces in Japan portray the “history wars” as mostly occurring abroad, with 
“comfort women” memorials being built in various cities around the world, especially 
in the United States. Japanese revisionists claim that the United States is the “major 
battleground” of the “history wars” and implicate the UN, which they consider to be 
dominated by left-wing, liberal forces that are degrading Japan’s honor. 

Controversy over the “Comfort Women” Statues and Monuments

The Japanese government and right-wing politicians started to pay particular attention 
to “comfort women” memorials when the “Statue of Peace” was installed in front of the 

1 Abe participated in the LDP’s Rekishi Kentō Iinkai (The Committee to Examine History), found-
ed in 1993. This committee considered WWII a war of liberation for Asia, and concluded that the 
Nanjing Massacre and comfort women are both fake stories (“The Committee to Examine History” 
[Daitōa Senso no Sōkatsu], Tokyo: Tentensha, 1995). Abe then came to be involved in the revisionist 
history movement, and in 1997, founded and became a secretary of a group of young LDP politi-
cians called The Young Diet Members’ Group for Japan’s Future and History Education. See Nihon 
no Zento to Rekishi Kyōiku o Kangaeru Wakate Giin no Kai, Rekishi Kyōkasho eno Gimon (Doubts 
over History Textbooks), Tokyo: Tentensha, 1997.
2  There are feminist organizations that worked on the “comfort women” issue, sometimes collabo-
ratively, across Asia. Such organizations include the Korean Council for Justice and Remembrance 
for the Issues of Military Sexual Slavery by Japan (Korean Council) of South Korea, Lila Pilipina of 
the Philippines, Taipei Women’s Rescue Foundation of Taiwan, Japan’s Violence against Women in 
War Research Action Center (VAWW RAC), Women’s Active Museum on War and Peace (WAM), 
among others. In the United States, there are some organizations that extensively work on the 
”comfort women” issue, such as Washington Coalition for Comfort Women Issues, Inc., “Comfort 
Women” Justice Coalition of San Francisco, and Comfort Women Action for Redress & Education 
(formerly the Korean American Forum of California) based in Los Angeles. 
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Japanese Embassy in Seoul in December 2011. It is a bronze sculpture designed by 
Korean sculptors Kim Seo-kyung and Kim Eun-sung to honor the victims of sexual 
slavery by the Japanese military. This statue became a symbol of not only Korean, but 
global citizens’ activism against wartime sexual violence and support for survivors. On 
the other hand, for the Japanese government and right-wing activists, the statue became 
a symbol of unfair attacks against Japan, emblematic of the dispute between Japan and 
Korea. In response, the Japanese right has started a movement demanding the removal 
of statues and monuments that commemorate “comfort women” overseas. 

In May 2012, the Japanese consulate based in New York demanded the removal of the 
“comfort women” monument in front of a public library in Palisades Park, New Jersey 
that was built in 2010. More than half of the city’s residents are of Korean ancestry and 
Korean American residents had raised the funds to build the monument. The Japanese 
consulate’s demand to remove the monument was followed by a visit by a group of LDP 
Diet representatives, who made the same demand. This demand marked the beginning 
of the so-called “history wars” in the United States on “comfort women” memorials. 
Currently, a total of sixteen monuments and statues have been built by communities 
across North America to commemorate “comfort women,” call for an official apology 
and reparations to the survivors from the Japanese government, and provide a teachable 
memorial for the American public. However, the building of the memorials led large 
numbers of Japanese right-wingers to email their objections to mayors, city council 
members, and others.3 

The first “Statue of Peace” in the United States, identical to the one in Seoul, was built in 
Glendale, California, in 2013. The Korean American Forum of California (KAFC) played 
a central role in building the statue, and local citizens supported the project, including 
Armenian Americans in the city of Glendale and Japanese Americans in the Los Ange-
les area.4 In response, two Japanese residents in the Los Angeles area sued the city of 
Glendale, and collaborated with right-wing individuals in Japan. The individuals also 
founded an organization, the Global Alliance for Historical Truth (GAHT) in order to 
mobilize efforts for the removal of the statue. In Japan, the case inspired three right-wing 
organizations to bring separate lawsuits against the second largest newspaper in Japan, 
Asahi Shimbun, known for its liberal editorial stance. The basis for the lawsuits was the 
paper’s coverage of the “comfort women” issue, which, according to these right-wing 
organizations, ruined Japan’s international reputation and resulted in the building of 
“comfort women” memorials, such as the Glendale statue. They argued in court that due 
to Asahi’s coverage and the resulting “comfort women” statue, Japanese residents living 

3  For more background on the statues and monuments built in North America, see Tomomi 
Yamaguchi, “The ‘History Wars’ and the ‘Comfort Woman’ Issue: Revisionism and the Right-wing 
in Contemporary Japan and the U.S.,” The Asia-Pacific Journal, Japan Focus 18.6, no.3, March 15, 
2020, https://apjjf.org/2020/6/Yamaguchi.html; as well as Satoko Oka Norimatsu, “Canada’s ‘History 
Wars”: The ‘Comfort Women’ and the ‘Nanjing Massacre,’” The Asia-Pacific Journal, Japan Focus 
18.6, no. 4, March 15, 2020, https://apjjf.org/2020/6/Norimatsu.html.
4  The City of Glendale has a large number of Armenian-Americans, making up approximately 40 
percent of the city’s population.
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near Glendale had to endure hardships such as being bullied. However, they failed to 
provide any concrete evidence of such incidents. Ultimately, the Japanese right-wing 
forces lost all of these lawsuits, both in the United States and in Japan.
 
Despite these losses in court, the controversy over the “comfort women” memorials and 
the allegations of bullying propagated by Japanese right-wing activists and organizations 
have mobilized Japanese people both in Japan and abroad to actively participate in the 
revisionist movement that denies the history of “comfort women” as victims of sexual 
slavery by the Japanese imperial army. 

Right-Wing Women and the Major Battleground

Traditionally, the Japanese conservative movement has been male-dominant, with patri-
archal values emphasizing traditional gender roles. Its leadership tends to be composed 
of older men, although there are some women leaders as exceptions. The new, xenopho-
bic right-wing movement called the Action Conservative Movement (ACM), which 
emerged around 2006, is notable for the significant presence of women, including young 
women, as movement participants and leaders. ACM groups, the best-known one being 
Zaitokukai (the Citizens’ Association Against Special Privileges for Japan-resident 
Foreigners), strategically place women as leaders to enhance their “ordinary citizen” image. 
This public image contrasts with the more masculine and militant image of existing right-
wing groups and the patriarchal and elderly-dominant image of mainstream conservative 
organizations. The ACM has staged numerous counter-actions against events run by 
supporters of “comfort women” and placed women at the front of this issue.5 In 2009, 
Zaitokukai staged a series of counter-actions against an educational panel exhibit on 
“comfort women” held in Mitaka, Tokyo; then-vice-president, and later secretary of 
Zaitokukai, Yumiko Yamamoto, played a leadership role in these actions. With Yamamoto 
and a few other women as leaders, right-wing women founded a new women’s group, 
Soyokaze (Breeze), initially to fight against the “comfort women” issue. Soyokaze later 
began dealing more broadly with other issues, denying Japan’s war responsibility and 
promoting racism. In 2011, Yamamoto founded a new women’s group to exclusively 
work on the issue of “comfort women,” Nadeshiko Action (Dianthus Action).6 The 
group’s first major public initiative was a counter-demonstration against a December 
2011 “comfort women” solidarity demonstration in Tokyo.7 The counter-demonstration 
also coincided with the unveiling of the Statue of Peace in Seoul. 

5  For more background on the ACM, see Tomomi Yamaguchi, “Revisionism, Ultranationalism, 
Sexism: Relations Between the Far Right and the Establishment Over the ‘Comfort Women’ Issue,” 
Social Science Japan Journal 21, no.2 (2018): 219-238.
6  The term nadeshiko refers to the dianthus, a pink flower similar to a carnation, used as a meta-
phor for traditional Japanese femininity. Despite having a group name laden with connotations of 
traditional Japan, the official English name of Nadeshiko Action is not a literal translation but instead 
is “Japanese Women for Justice and Peace,” a title that sounds quite typical for a liberal organization 
working for human rights, with terms such as “justice” and “peace” included. The official English 
name is confusing as it does not indicate anything about the group being right-wing.
7  This Tokyo demonstration marked the 1000th Wednesday demonstration in Seoul in support of 
“comfort women,” which have been taking place weekly since 1991 in front of the Japanese Embassy.
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It was a female journalist, Akiko Okamoto, who initially criticized the Palisades Park 
monument that the Japanese government later protested against, in the May 2012 
issue of the conservative magazine Seiron. Okamoto was also an activist in Japan’s larg-
est conservative organization, Nippon Kaigi ( Japan Conference), and the leader of a 
group that she founded, Family Values Society (FAVS). In her article, she claimed that 
Japanese children in the United States were bullied due to anti-Japan campaigns by 
Koreans, including the building of the monument in Palisades Park. However, she did 
not provide any concrete evidence of actual cases of bullying. 

Soon, Nadeshiko Action began to work extensively on the issue of “comfort women” 
memorials outside of Japan, especially in the United States. The organization frequently 
called on its supporters to send mass protest emails against municipalities with memorials 
in the United States and used the Internet to organize Japanese women abroad for the 
anti-“comfort women” movement.

With the building of the statue in Glendale, the story of bullying spread further in 
Japan through right-wing media articles and books. Three members of Japan’s House 
of Representatives in the nationalist Japan Restoration Party, including one female 
member, Mio Sugita, visited Glendale in December 2013 in order to conduct “research” 
on the impact of the statue on the local Japanese community. Sugita brought up the 
issue of bullying at Diet sessions once they were back in Japan.8 As GAHT filed lawsuits 
demanding the statue’s removal, the stories of bullying, although not used in court, 
were used extensively within Japan and in Japanese communities in the United States 
to convince people of the importance of the lawsuits. In the multiple lawsuits brought 
against Asahi Shimbun by other right-wing groups, the allegation of bullying against 
Japanese people in the United States and Australia was used extensively in plaintiffs’ 
claims. Stories of bullying against Japanese children and images of Japanese mothers 
struggling to protect such children were used to unite Japanese residents in the United 
States and energized right-wingers in Japan. Multiple gatherings were held in support 
of related court cases both in the United States and Japan, and Japanese women living 
in the United States, as well as shin-issei women (immigrants of the post-World War II 
period) were mobilized to protest against the plan to build “comfort women” memorials 
in the United States. New groups led by women, such as New Jersey’s Himawari Japan 
(Sunflower Japan), were established, and women from these groups began to speak at 
public hearings at city assemblies.9     
 
It is noteworthy that the Japanese government supported this movement. Starting with 
the Japanese consulate in Los Angeles in 2014, Japanese embassies and consulates have 
posted announcements for residents to contact them if they experience any cases of 

8  Sugita brought up the issue of the Glendale statue for the first time on February 3, 2014, at the 
budget committee of the House of Representatives during the 186th Diet session https://kokkai.ndl.
go.jp/#/detail?minId=118605261X00320140203&spkNum=91&current=11.
9  For example, women who are Japanese residents and shin-issei spoke at the public hearings and/
or delivered public comments at city council meetings in Glendale, San Francisco, and Brookhaven, 
GA. 
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bullying connected with “history issues.”10 The Japanese consulates in New York and 
Los Angeles communicate with organizations with a history of hosting activities in 
support of historical revisionism, such as Himawari Japan in New Jersey and the Japanese 
Educational Resource Center ( JERC) in Los Angeles, both of which have women as 
their core members.11 Hence, despite their losses in court battles in the United States 
and Japan, the right wing’s claims and activities have not lost influence on the “history 
wars.” Instead, they have gained even more enthusiastic support with the help – and 
sometimes leadership– of the Japanese government. Moreover, the revisionist claims 
spread even further through coverage of the court cases and the “comfort women” issue 
in the conservative national media, right-wing monthly magazines, and a large number 
of revisionist popular history books. Many of these Japanese-language publications are 
accessible online or as e-books, so it was often easier for the Japanese residents in the 
United States to access right-wing revisionist information online, rather than other 
more trustworthy sources by academics and renowned journalists. 

Furthermore, free Japanese-language newspapers distributed at Japanese grocery stores 
and restaurants in the United States also tend to cover this issue from a right-wing 
perspective, and right-wing organizations use these papers to publish their revisionist 
opinions in paid advertisements. 

After the Glendale statue was erected in 2013, a right-wing organization based in Japan 
called Ianfu no Shinjitsu Kokumin Undō (The People’s Campaign for the Truth about 
Comfort Women) was established as a self-described “counter-propaganda” movement 
to “protect Japan’s honor.” Female members of the organization, including Sugita and 
Yamamoto, attended and gave speeches at meetings of the UN Commission on Human 
Rights in Geneva and the UN Commission on the Status of Women in New York. In 
addition to their speeches, the activists held events and demonstrations where they 
argued that the “comfort women” system was not sexual slavery, just prostitution by 
willing individuals or their parents who wanted to earn money.  They also claimed that 
accounts of forcible recruitment were based on fake stories, and that criticisms against 
Japan on the issue are merely “anti-Japanese” activities of Korea and China. They also 
attempted to portray Japan as a country that respects women as a counterargument to 
criticisms against Japan for not recognizing its past war crimes against women, including 
organized rape and sexual slavery in addition to ignoring significant women’s human 

10  Initially, the consulates in Los Angeles and San Francisco posted announcements that only fo-
cused on bullying cases caused by “history issues.” 
11  Himawari Japan’s website on bullying cases against the Japanese children, commissioned by the 
Japanese consulate in New York, is https://www.ijimesodanusa.org, and the website of JERC, com-
missioned by the Japanese consulate in Los Angeles, is https://www.jerc.org/information/ijime-sou-
dan-madoguchi/. While they deal with bullying cases in general now, in the fiscal year 2018, the 
content of Himawari Japan was limited to the “bullying cases caused by history issues.” Consulate 
General of Japan in New York, https://www.ny.us.emb-japan.go.jp/oshirase/2018-06-15.html.
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rights issues.12  

Mio Sugita lost her seat as a member of a rather obscure, ultra-nationalist party, the Party 
for Future Generations, in the December 2014 election for the House of Representatives. 
Subsequently, she became a right-wing writer and activist, giving speeches and publishing 
articles and books on “comfort women.” She also attended various UN-related events 
as a delegate from the People’s Campaign. In 2017, Sugita won a seat in the House 
of Representatives as an LDP candidate. Undoubtedly, her revisionist activities on the 
“comfort women” issue led to her success in becoming a Diet member for the ruling 
party. Sugita is a prime symbol of the “empowerment” of right-wing Japanese women 
through their activism in denying Japan’s war crimes and women’s rights. 

Female right-wingers like Sugita and Yamamoto, closely working with right-wing 
Japanese women abroad, depict Japanese women and children living abroad as the 
main victims of the “history wars” without presenting any concrete evidence that the 
movement to commemorate comfort women has caused hardship for Japanese families 
abroad. Their understanding of Japanese women abroad as victims may be a reflection 
of the Japanese diaspora’s daily hardships, given the racism and other challenges that 
they may experience as minorities. On the other hand, these hardships are likely not 
the result of their imagined “history wars.” They either neglect the struggles of surviving 
“comfort women” or portray them as old women being used by selfish Korean activists, 
ignoring the survivors’ agency and their long-term work as activists. 

Revisionism and Community Divisions

Japanese right-wing women, such as Mio Sugita and Yumiko Yamamoto, claim that 
the “comfort women” issue is a topic that should be dealt with and resolved by women. 
Yamamoto told me during my interview with her, “I thought it better to make it an 
issue of women versus women, instead of having conservative men working on the 
issue.”13 That is, because it has mainly been feminist women in Japan and other parts of 
Asia who have been working on the issue, right-wing activists would like to make the 
issue one of right-wing women versus feminist women. Right-wing women also claim 
that men are considered to be perpetrators, while women are thought to be victims in 
the context of the “comfort women” issue, and the complex issue of sexuality. For these 
reasons, they claim that it is easier for women to resolve the issue.14 At the same time, 
they insist that the issue has been “fabricated by men,” especially leftist male politicians, 

12  Mio Sugita, “Furansugo de Kinchō no Supīchi” [Giving Speech in French Anxiously], Nobukatsu 
Fujioka ed. Kokuren ga Sekai ni Hirometa “Inafu=Seidorei” no Uso [The Lie of “Comfort Wom-
en=Sex Slaves” that the UN Spread to the World], (Tokyo: Jiyusha), 302-304; Mio Sugita, “NY no 
Kokuren Kanren Ibento de ‘Ianfu wa Seidorei dewanai to Uttaetatokoro…” [When We Insisted that 
Comfort Women Are Not Sex Slaves at the United Nations in NY], Sankei Shimbun, April 11, 2016,  
https://www.sankei.com/premium/news/160406/prm1604060006-n4.html.; Nadeshiko Action, 
“CSW60 Nadeshiko Action in NY 2016.3.24,” March 21, 2016, http://nadesiko-action.org/?p=9930.
13  Yamaguchi, “Revisionism, Ultranationalism, Sexism,” 204. 
14  Mio Sugita and Yumiko Yamamoto, Josei dakara Kaiketsu dekiru Ianfu Mondai [The Comfort 
Woman Issue that Women can Resolve because We are Women] ( Tokyo: Jiyūsha, 2017), 8, 19. 
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scholars, and activists. Right-wing women further argue that the “comfort women” issue 
is merely a diplomatic dispute between South Korea and Japan that does not concern 
the human rights of women.15 The anti-“comfort women” movement, therefore, inten-
tionally promotes women as movement leaders and participants in an attempt to make 
the movement look less sexist, while portraying Japanese women abroad as victims of 
the “history wars” to make the movement seem like a necessary way to protect Japanese 
women and children. In addition, women in the movement see their own participation 
as a way to advance their careers in Japan, or to make new connections and become 
empowered in Japanese communities in the United States.

The December 2015 diplomatic agreement between South Korea and Japan on the 
“comfort women” issue, which stated “this issue is resolved finally and irreversibly with 
this announcement,” furthered the feeling not only among the right-wing activists, but 
also among the general public in Japan, that the issue has been settled. However, the 
agreement did not reflect any survivors’ voices, and the issue is not only about South 
Korea, as there are “comfort women” from other nations.16 Furthermore, as the Japanese 
government claims that the removal of the Statue of Peace in Seoul was one of the 
conditions of the agreement, it has also used the agreement to insist against the building 
of new memorials and for the removal of existing ones. This includes memorials outside 
of Korea built by the citizens of foreign countries, which has nothing to do with the 
diplomatic agreement between Japan and South Korea. 

Narrowly characterizing the issue of “comfort women” as a diplomatic issue is in direct 
opposition to the widely accepted view that it is a globally relevant issue of wartime 
violence against women. There were “comfort stations” all over Asia and the Pacific, and 
many survivors live outside of Korea. Therefore, the issue is not confined to Japan and 
South Korea. Furthermore, members of the movement in the United States to commem-
orate “comfort women’s” history are not just Korean Americans. Korean Americans have 
played a major role in this movement, but so did other Asian Americans, such as Chinese 
Americans, Filipino Americans, and Japanese Americans. The movement has formed 
pan-Asian American networks and established ties between diverse people. Ironically, 
activism has become stronger in some of the cities that experienced extensive protests 
from the Japanese government and the right-wing, such as Glendale, San Francisco, 
and Atlanta/Brookhaven, Georgia, where activists consciously created a multi-ethnic 
network of activists involved in the issue. The activists also created global networks with 
activists abroad, such as in South Korea and Japan. This connection was particularly 
salient between the citizens of San Francisco and Osaka, Japan. Upon hearing the news 
regarding the erection of the “comfort women” memorial, the Mayor of Osaka protested 
by cutting its sister city ties with San Francisco. In turn, some Osaka citizens, such as 
the members of the Kansai Network for the Japanese Military Comfort Women Issue, 
protested against the Mayor for his decision. Through their protests against the Mayor 

15  Sugita and Yamamoto, Josei dakara Kaiketsu dekiru Ianfu Mondai, 193-200.
16  Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan, “Announcement by Foreign Ministers of Japan and the 
Republic of Korea at the Joint Press Occasion,” December 28, 2016, https://www.mofa.go.jp/a_o/na/
kr/page4e_000364.html.
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of Osaka and support of the San Francisco statue, the activists in Osaka established a 
strong connection with the activists in San Francisco. 
 
The Japanese government now places even more pressure against projects to build 
memorials abroad. As a result, some statues, such as the ones in Southfield, Michigan 
in 2014, Annandale, Virginia in 2019, and Hamden, Connecticut in 2020 were built on 
private property owned by Korean American organizations and individuals instead of in 
public locations. Activists told me how significant it is to build the memorials in public 
locations, as their purpose is to educate local communities. The Japanese government’s 
emphasis on the agreement with South Korea demonstrates how it wants to make this 
just a “Korean project,” and not a multi-ethnic American project with significant impact 
for a wider range of people in affected communities.

In addition, the Japanese government and the right-wing’s actions against overseas 
efforts to remember the history of “comfort women” has been extremely divisive for 
the local communities. Those who support the “comfort women” memorials are some-
times attacked as “anti-Japan,” and there are some cases of the Japanese residents and 
shin-issei being ostracized in local Japanese communities for their support of “comfort 
women”. At the same time, Japanese residents and shin-issei in the United States who are 
involved in right-wing revisionism isolate themselves from other Asian communities by 
portraying themselves and Japan as the only victims in this issue. It is concerning that 
Japanese right-wing activists living in the United States are being used by right-wing 
forces in Japan, who do not recognize or care about their subsequent isolation from the 
local community.  

Despite the pressure from the Japanese government and the right-wing activists, there 
are Japanese Americans who strongly stand against the surge of ultranationalist forces 
denying the history of wartime sexual slavery, including those with their own or ancestral 
memories of WWII internment and diverse individuals living in the United States with 
roots in Japan. They may see the connection between their own or ancestral experiences 
of injustice to the struggles of “comfort women.” For example, Japanese American activist 
Kathy Masaoka connects the struggle of Japanese Americans incarcerated during World 
War II to obtain apologies and reparations from the U.S. government to the struggles of 
“comfort women” to obtain apologies and reparations from the Japanese government, both 
of which provide significant lessons to the world.17 Many activists also see the connection 
between their own experiences of sexism and racism with the struggles of “comfort 
women.” They emphasize that they would form solidarity with their Asian American 
sisters,  survivors of wartime sexual slavery, and activists for “comfort women” in order 
to fight against injustice. The memorials are one way for Americans, Asians and others 
to learn and remember this important history, seventy-five years after the end of WWII. 

17  Kathy Masaoka, “Readers React: Japan Should Apologize to ‘Comfort Women,’” Los Angeles Times, 
December 15, 2014, https://www.latimes.com/opinion/readersreact/la-le-1216-tuesday-japan-com-
fort-women-20141216-story.html.
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Betraying Big Brothers:                                                                               
Comparing Civic Nationalism in Taiwan and Post-Euromaidan Ukraine

Wei Luo

At first glance, Russo-Ukrainian and cross-Strait relations have little in common. Beyond 
their geographic regions, Ukraine and Taiwan differ significantly in terms of the level of 
democratization and political support from third parties like the United States. However, 
with the rise of civic national identities in Ukraine and Taiwan from the late 1980s to the 
present, citizens have defined their identities against the cultural, ethnic, and linguistic 
identities of Russia and China, respectively. This is particularly true when one compares 
the two cases using constructivist and post-structural theoretical frameworks. In this 
sense, both Kiev and Taipei construct themselves as the civic democratic “us” pitted 
against the autocratic Moscow and Beijing. 

Introduction

In 2014, the world witnessed two major political events: the Euromaidan Revolution 
in Ukraine and the Sunflower Movement in Taiwan. The Euromaidan occurred within 
the context of an increasingly pro-West Ukrainian public and government struggling 
against Russian influence, driven by a hope to reshape Ukraine to be more in line with 
the liberal democracies of Western Europe. The protesters of the Sunflower Movement 
were skeptical of deepening economic integration with the perceived autocratic People’s 
Republic of China (PRC). At first glance, Ukraine and Taiwan seem incomparable, given 
that the two polities share few common historical, cultural, and political experiences. 
While Ukraine became a sovereign state in 1991, Taiwan’s political status remains unre-
solved. Yet, while Taiwan has successfully transitioned into a mature liberal democracy 
and one of the most developed economies in the world, Ukraine has a GDP per capita 
lower than those of China and Venezuela. Moreover, Ukraine’s elections and rule of law 
remain vulnerable to elite power abuse. According to Transparency International, while 
Ukraine ranks 120th out of 180 surveyed countries in the Corruption Perception Index, 
Taiwan ranks 31st.1 Additionally, while Ukraine was a constituent republic of the Union 

1  “Corruption Perceptions Index 2019,” Transparency International, accessed May 26, 2020, https://
www.transparency.org/en/cpi/2019/results.
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of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) from 1922 until 1991, the PRC has never ruled 
Taiwan. Taiwan has also long enjoyed far more political and military support from the 
United States, especially under the Trump Administration.2  

Although seemingly different, Ukraine and Taiwan are both hostile toward their more 
powerful neighbors, due to their respective economic dependency on Russia and China. 
In other words, Ukraine and Taiwan resent the economic dependencies that conflict 
with their security, ideological, and governance-related objectives. While Taiwan enjoys 
its status as a security partner of the U.S.-Japan alliance, it is dependent on the Chinese 
market. Similarly, while Ukraine has been engaged in a proxy war with Moscow over 
Eastern Ukraine and aspires to deepen cooperation with both the European Union (EU) 
and NATO, it is reliant on Russian energy imports.3 Moreover, as the Euromaidan and 
the Sunflower Movement have demonstrated, Ukrainians and Taiwanese increasingly 
prefer embracing their newfound civic national identities despite their historical, cultural, 
and linguistic ties with Russia and China, respectively.  

Thus, this paper will first lay out the constructivist and poststructuralist theoretical frame-
works. The paper will then provide a brief historical overview of the rise of civic identities 
in Ukraine and Taiwan. Next, I will apply constructivist and poststructuralist concepts to 
demonstrate how the rise of civic nationalism in Ukraine and Taiwan competes against 
ethnic nationalism in Russia and China within the context of international politics. 
In other words, I argue that Kiev and Taipei position their newfound civic identities 
against Russian and Chinese ethnic nationalism. Amid the global resurgence of ethnic 
nationalism today, Ukraine and Taiwan demonstrate that civic national identities are 
no less influential than traditional ethnic national identities. While the implications of 
shifting political identities in Ukraine and Taiwan are dynamic, civic nationalism also 
plays a major role in contributing to the ongoing armed conflicts between Ukraine and 
Russia in addition to perpetuating Taiwan’s unresolved political status. 

Theoretical Framework

According to scholar Jutta Weldes, politicians and individuals define “national interest” 
through a continuous historical process of representation in which they interpret the 
international context by drawing on and then re-articulating shared social meanings. In 
this process, they create or redefine specific meanings and identities for themselves and 
perceived others, allowing these individuals to construct the power relationship between 
“us” and “them.” Therefore, states and nations are “imagined communities” that determine 

2  Robert G. Sutter, The United States and Asia: Regional Dynamics and Twenty-First-Century Rela-
tions (New York: Rowman & Littlefield, 2020), 109-10; John J. Tkacik, Jr., “On Taiwan: The US and 
Taiwan: Prospects for 2020,” Taipei Times, December 23, 2019, http://www.taipeitimes.com/News/
editorials/archives/2019/12/23/2003728019.
3  Chen-Shen Yen, “The Implication of the Ukrainian Crisis to Taiwan,” Defense Security Brief 4, no. 2 
(May 2014): 14-15, http://nccur.lib.nccu.edu.tw/bitstream/140.119/70125/1/1317.pdf. 
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their national interests based on the constructed relationships with different “others.”4 
While Weldes focuses her argument on state actors defining national interests for their 
citizens, this essay will apply her interpretation of and approach to social constructiv-
ist theory in order to analyze the rise of civic nationalist “imagined communities” in 
Taiwan and Ukraine. In this sense, the Taiwanese and Ukrainian nationalist interests 
are constructed based on their recreation and redefining of their own civic nationalist 
selves in relation to the perceived ethnic nationalist Chinese and Russian “others.”

David Campbell takes the argument further by asserting that in order for states and 
polities to legitimize their existence, they require the existence of constructed “others” – 
especially malicious ones – to differentiate between “us” and “them.” Such differentiations 
allow individuals within their imagined community to define their collective security 
and danger in opposition to the representation and meaning of the perceived “others.”5 
In this sense, geopolitical rivalry becomes a social recognition of the difference between 
self-imagined communities and subsequent efforts by each imagined community to 
defend oneself against perceived threats from other imagined communities. In other 
words, states need constructed rivals to justify and consolidate their unique identities 
and existence. Therefore, the constructivist and poststructuralist frameworks argue that 
the very existence of autocratic and ethnic nationalist Russian and mainland Chinese 
“others” justifies the increasingly civic nationalist Ukrainian and Taiwanese “selves.”

When discussing the newfound civic identities in Ukraine and Taiwan, this paper will 
utilize Christopher Hughes’ definition of civic nationalism. Hughes argues that a civic 
nation is a political entity that stresses the legal-political equality of all members based 
on agreed-upon rules and laws in addition to a common civic ideology as opposed to 
ethnic nationalism’s emphasis on birthright, culture, and bloodlines. This concept of civic 
nationalism forms the theoretical backbone of Western liberalism.6

Historical and Political Backgrounds: Pathways to Civic Nationalism

Ukraine

While historians disagree on how closely Ukraine is culturally attached to Russia, Russian 
history began with the Kievan Rus’ (882-1240), which established its capital in Kiev 
and included territories that are now part of Ukraine, Belarus, and Russia. In addition, 
the Christianization of Kievan Rus’ in the tenth century established Eastern Orthodox 
Christianity in the region. This is why former Secretary of State Henry Kissinger argues 

4  Jutta Weldes, “Constructing National Interests,” European Journal of International Relations 2, no. 3 
(1996): 277, 284, 287-288.
5  David Campbell, Writing Security: United States Foreign Policy and the Politics of Identity (Minne-
apolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1998), 195-199. 
6  Christopher R. Hughes, “Negotiating National Identity in Taiwan between Nativisation and De-si-
nicisation,” LSE Research Online, September 2012, http://eprints.lse.ac.uk/37703/
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that many Russians today could never consider Ukraine a foreign country.7 From the 
beginning of the century to 1795, Imperial Russia gradually annexed territories compris-
ing of modern Ukraine by defeating the Swedish Empire in the Great Northern War, 
abolishing the Hetmanate, and partitioning Poland.8 The Russian Empire also annexed 
the Crimean Peninsula in 1783 after defeating Ottoman forces.9 Although Ukraine 
remained part of the Tsarist Empire and later the USSR, Ukrainian nationalists have 
attempted numerous uprisings in order to seek independence and resist Russification. 
Consequently, Ukrainians of the modern period have emerged linguistically and cultur-
ally different from Russia. 

Political scientist Olga Onuch traced the origins of modern Ukrainian political activ-
ism to the collapse of the Russian Tsarist Empire in 1917 and subsequent chaos of the 
Russian Revolution during the early 1920s.10 When opportunities arose, Ukrainian 
political groups pursued self-determination from Russia. For example, the Moloda Pros-
vita (Young Enlightenment) social movement organization, founded in 1922, resisted 
Russification through non-violent mobilization, such as organizing local Ukrainian-lan-
guage literary clubs. By 1936, it had created a strong political network of more than 
one million members.11 

Meanwhile, the 1930s witnessed the Holodomor, when Soviet leader Joseph Stalin 
forced Ukrainian peasants off of their farms and confiscated their livestock as part of 
the Soviet Communist Party (CPSU)’s collectivization campaign. Historians estimate 
that between 2.5 to 3.5 million Ukrainians died as a result of famine.12 In the words of 
former Ukrainian President Viktor Yushchenko, the Holodomor was “part of a campaign 
to crush Ukraine’s national identity and its desire for self-determination.”13 Thus, the 
Holodomor is an important part of modern Ukrainian national identity and a source 
of resentment toward Russian dominance. 

In addition to the Holodomor, Stalin, who accused the Crimean Tatars of collaboration 
with Nazi Germany, deported the entire Crimean Tatar population to Siberia and settled 

7  Henry A. Kissinger, “Henry Kissinger: To Settle the Ukraine Crisis, Start at the End,” Washington 
Post, March 5, 2014, https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/henry-kissinger-to-settle-the-
ukraine-crisis-start-at-the-end/2014/03/05/46dad868-a496-11e3-8466-d34c451760b9_story.html.
8  “Ukraine Profile – Timeline,” BBC, March 5, 2020, https://www.bbc.com/news/world-eu-
rope-18010123.
9  Mark Kramer, “The Transfer of Crimea from Soviet Russia to Soviet Ukraine, 1954,” Wilson Center, 
March 19, 2014, https://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/why-did-russia-give-away-crimea-sixty-
years-ago.
10  Olga Onuch, “The Maidan and Beyond: Who Were the Protesters?” Journal of Democracy 25, no. 3 
(2014): 60-62.
11  Olga Onuch, Mapping Mass Mobilization: Understanding Revolutionary Moments in Argentina and 
Ukraine (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014), 59-61.
12  Peter Finn, “Aftermath of a Soviet Famine,” Washington Post, April 27, 2008, https://www.washing-
tonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2008/04/26/AR2008042602039.html.
13  Viktor Yushchenko, “The Holodomor,” Wall Street Journal, November 26, 2007, https://www.wsj.
com/articles/SB119602928167703318.
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Crimea with ethnic Russians. In 1954, the CPSU transferred Crimea from the Russian 
Soviet Federative Socialist Republic (RSFSR) to the Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Republic 
(UkSSR), leaving Crimea as part of Ukraine when the latter achieved independence in 
1991.14 Nevertheless, ethnic Russians still compose the majority of the peninsula’s popu-
lation.15 This ethnic composition later gave Russian President Vladimir Putin an excuse to 
utilize the Russian ethnic-nationalistic justification to annex Crimea following the 2014 
Euromaidan Revolution. For example, Putin claimed that the rights of Russian-speakers 
were being repressed. Thus, before the Euromaidan protests, the Ukrainian perception 
of a national community was predominately rooted in ethnicity and language, while the 
civic foundations of national identity were less developed.16

However, despite a history of ethnic nationalism based on seeking self-determination 
from their Russian masters, contemporary Ukrainian national identities are evolving away 
from purely ethnic and linguistic lines, especially since the 2014 Euromaidan protests. 
For example, in 2014, 22 percent of Euromaidan protesters were Russian speakers, and 
their demands—democratic rights, opposition to state-sponsored extrajudicial use of 
violence, and closer Ukraine-EU ties—were exactly the same as Ukrainian-speaking 
protesters. To the Euromaidan protesters, the European dream was not necessarily about 
joining the EU, but rather, standing with the EU values of the rule of law and freedom 
from elite corruption. In fact, the earlier 2004 Orange Revolution marked the first time 
that Russian and Ukrainian-speaking citizens joined together in demanding a more 
accountable government.17 Most protesters also came out to demand an end to former 
President Kuchma’s authoritarianism instead of expressing support for then-candidate 
Viktor Yushchenko, an ardent Ukrainian nationalist.18 Subsequently, when Yushchenko 
tried to promote Ukrainian ethnic culture and language at the expense of Russian ones, 
most Ukrainians rejected such an approach, which contributed to his downfall in 2010.19 

Furthermore, surveys conducted before and after Euromaidan demonstrated an enduring 
civic identity amongst Ukrainians. Prior to Euromaidan, roughly 91 percent of residents 
in southern and 72 percent in eastern Ukraine viewed themselves as Ukrainian, while 88 
percent and 93 percent in the same two regions considered Ukraine as their motherland.20 

14  The Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) was made up of 15 Union Republics, including 
the Russian Soviet Federative Socialist Republic (RSFSR, which became Russian Federation after 
1991) and Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Republic (UkSSR, which became Ukraine in 1991). Both were 
RSFSR and UkSSR were parts of the Tsarist Empire before the October 1917 Revolution. 
15  Linda Kinstler, “The Crimean Tatars: A Primer,” The New Republic, March 2, 2014, https://newre-
public.com/article/116814/crimean-tatars-primer-why-population-opposes-putin.
16  Karina V. Korostelina, “Ukraine: The Struggle for Power and Identity,” S-Car News, March 2014, 
https://activity.scar.gmu.edu/sites/default/files/March%202014-03.pdf.
17  Karina V. Korostelina, “Mapping National Identity Narratives in Ukraine,” Nationalities Papers 41, 
no. 2 (2013): 25-26. 
18  Onuch, “The Maidan and Beyond: Who Were the Protesters?” 45.
19  Korostelina, “Mapping National Identity Narratives in Ukraine,” 297.
20  Joanna Fomina, “Language, Identity, Politics – the Myth of Two Ukraines,” Institute of Public 
Affairs, April 2014, http://aei.pitt.edu/74064/1/Language_Identity_Politics_the_Myth_of_Two_
Ukraines.pdf.
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Following the Euromaidan Revolution, despite eastern Ukrainians’ dissatisfaction with 
the current government in Kiev, 58 percent of the Russian speakers in eastern Ukraine 
still wanted Ukraine to remain a united country, while only 27 percent supported seces-
sion. Overall, the majority of Ukrainians also have more favorable views of the West than 
of Russia.21 In this sense, as polls have shown, a growing number of Russian-speaking 
Ukrainians hope for a more democratic government and reject Moscow’s disregard 
for Ukrainian sovereignty. Although they speak Russian, they increasingly identify 
themselves with Ukraine rather than the Russian Federation. In sum, while traditional 
ethnic national identities based on shared ethnic and linguistic ties continue to exist, 
there has been a rise in the civic aspects of national identity in Ukraine since the 2014 
Euromaidan Movement. 

Taiwan

Taiwan came under Chinese cultural influence in 1662, after Ming loyalist Zheng 
Chenggong ousted the Dutch from the island amid the chaos resulting from the Manchu 
conquest of the Ming Empire.22 However, it did not take long before Zheng’s nascent 
kingdom in Taiwan succumbed to the Manchu Empire in 1683. During this period, 
many ethnic Fujianese and Hakka immigrated to Taiwan from Mainland China, forming 
the bulk of Han Chinese settlements on the island. The Manchu Qing ruled Taiwan for 
more than two hundred years before its defeat in the First Sino-Japanese War (1894-
5), whereupon it ceded the island to Japan in the Treaty of Shimonoseki.  Japan then 
governed the island until the end of World War II.  

A new Taiwanese identity developed under Japanese rule, which introduced the concepts 
of the modern nation-state and national identity. Japanese colonial rule unintentionally 
created a “shared sense of space, culture, and centralized bureaucratic administrative 
system” on the island.23 The Japanese colonial regime also severed Taiwanese business 
and familial ties with China, in addition to establishing a unified system of education, 
commerce, agriculture, and laws based on those of the modern Japanese state. At the 
same time, however, since they were never given equal treatment by the Japanese, the 
Taiwanese developed a collective self-identity based on the experience being “neither 
Japanese nor any longer Chinese.” By the 1930s, this collective identity evolved into 
calls for Taiwan to become a modern independent nation-state.24

21  “Despite Concerns about Governance, Ukrainians Want to Remain One Country,” Pew Re-
search Center’s Global Attitudes Project (blog), May 8, 2014, https://www.pewresearch.org/glob-
al/2014/05/08/despite-concerns-about-governance-ukrainians-want-to-remain-one-country/.
22  Ho-fung Heng, “Maritime Capitalism in Seventeenth-Century China: The Rise and Fall of Koxin-
ga Revisited,” University of California-Riverside Working Papers, October 2000, https://irows.ucr.edu/
papers/irows72/irows72.htm.
23  Timothy Ka-ying Wong, “From Ethnic to Civic Nationalism: The Formation of Changing Nature 
of Taiwanese Identity,” Asian Perspectives 25: no. 3 (2001): 179-180.
24  Wong, “From Ethnic to Civic Nationalism: The Formation of Changing Nature of Taiwanese 
Identity,” 180-182. 
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Following the establishment of the PRC on the mainland in 1949, the Kuomintang 
(KMT) government retreated to Taiwan, so the island officially remains the Republic of 
China (ROC). During the Korean War, the United States backed away from the 1943 
Cairo Agreement and arranged for Japan, under the 1951 San Francisco Peace Treaty, 
to renounce its claim to Taiwan without stating to whom the island would be returned 
to. However, since both the PRC and the ROC objected to such an arrangement, the 
sovereignty status of Taiwan remains unresolved today.25 

In Taiwan, KMT supporters were mainly Chinese Mainlanders who fled China after 
1949. The term “Mainlander” (Waishengren) is still used today to describe these Main-
land Chinese and their descendants. In 1947, after a Taiwanese uprising against KMT 
corruption, as many as 20,000 aborigines, Fujianese, Hakka, and Mainlanders deemed 
“Communists” were killed by ROC troops. This incident, known as the 228 Incident, 
marked the start of the White Terror. During this forty-year period, the KMT imposed 
martial law and cracked down against local political opposition, which included both 
CCP sympathizers and pro-independence activists. The White Terror contributed to 
what Malte Philipp Kaeding describes as a “sub-ethnic cleavage” between Chinese 
Mainlanders and Taiwanese, as both are Han Chinese descendants.26 Although the 
White Terror ended in the 1980s, it remains an important Taiwanese pro-independence 
justification, reminding the Taiwanese of the Chinese political culture of violence, whether 
such violence was carried out by the KMT or the CCP.27 Despite imperfect analogies, 
similar to how Ukrainians associate the Holodomor with Russian political culture, many 
Taiwanese associate the White Terror—and by extension, Mainland Chinese rule—with 
oppression and authoritarianism.28

In 1981, Beijing proposed the Nine-Point unification plan of “one country, two systems.” 
Under this plan, Taiwan would maintain a high degree of autonomy as a special admin-
istrative region of the PRC and be permitted to retain its own defense force. However, 

25  Andrew J. Nathan and Andrew Scobell, China’s Search for Security (New York: Columbia Univer-
sity Press, 2013), 214-215; The U.S. State Department testified to Congress in 1969 and 1970 that “in 
neither [the Japanese Peace Treaty of 1951 nor the Treaty of Peace between the Republic of China 
and Japan of 1952] did Japan cede this area [of Formosa and the Pescadores] to any particular entity. 
As Taiwan and the Pescadores are not covered by any existing international disposition, sovereignty 
over the area is an unsettled question subject to future international resolution. Both the Republic of 
China and the Chinese Communists disagree with this conclusion and consider that Taiwan and the 
Pescadores are part of the sovereign state of China. The United States recognizes the Government of 
the Republic of China as legitimately occupying and exercising jurisdiction over Taiwan and the Pes-
cadores.” In Congressional Research Service, China/Taiwan: Evolution of the ‘One China’ Policy – Key 
Statements from Washington, Beijing, and Taipei (Washington, DC: CRS, 2011), 7-8. 
26  Malte Philipp Kaeding, “Identity Formation in Taiwan and Hong Kong – How Much Difference, 
How Many Similarities?” in Taiwanese Identity in the 21st Century: Domestic, Regional and Global 
Perspectives, eds. Gunter Schubert and Jens Damm (Routledge: London, 2011), 258-279.
27  J. Michael Cole, Black Island: Two Years of Activism in Taiwan (New York: Dow Jones & Company, 
2014), 181-183.
28  Benjamin Yeh, “Chiang Statues Become Target as Taiwan Confronts History,” Yahoo News, 
August 2, 2015, https://news.yahoo.com/chiang-statues-become-targets-taiwan-confronts-histo-
ry-073347864.html.
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ROC President Chiang Ching-kuo responded with “no negotiations, no compromise, 
and no contact.” Instead, Chiang moved forward to democratize Taiwan by allow-
ing elections for the Legislative Yuan and the creation of the opposition Democratic 
Progressive Party (DPP). By finally lifting martial law in 1987, Chiang re-legitimized 
Taiwan’s international standing through democratization, allowing Taiwanese “to have 
a stronger bargaining chip” as Beijing continues to demand unification.29

Following Chiang’s lifting of martial law, Lee Teng-hui, who identified himself as 
“Taiwanese” despite being a KMT member, became President in 1988 and won Taiwan’s 
first democratically-held election in 1996. According to Lee, although the ROC was 
established on the mainland in 1912, its separation from the mainland since 1949 
should allow it to have a “special state-to-state relationship” with China. In 2000, Chen 
Shui-bian became the first DPP candidate to win the presidency. Despite loosening 
trade restrictions with Beijing, Chen remained fervently pro-independence. In response, 
Beijing passed the Anti-Secession Law in 2005, officially legalizing military operations 
against Taipei should the latter seek de jure independence.30 

Following the electoral victory of KMT candidate Ma Ying-jeou in 2008, Taipei and 
Beijing resumed cross-Strait direct flights.31 In addition, Taipei and Beijing signed the 
Economic Cooperation Framework Agreement (ECFA) in 2010. In the same year, 
exports to China accounted for 41.8 percent of Taiwan’s overall exports, and cross-Strait 
trade accounted for 27 percent of Taiwan’s foreign trade, making Taiwan increasingly 
economically dependent on China. Under ECFA, Taipei reduced tariffs on 267 items 
from the mainland, while Beijing reduced tariffs on 539 imported Taiwanese items.32

Despite the enhancement of economic ties, Taiwanese political identities remain incom-
patible with those of Mainland China. According to a 2017 poll conducted by the 
Taiwan Brain Trust, 54 percent of Taiwanese support independence and 57.5 percent 
identified themselves as “Taiwanese.” Only 14 percent of correspondents believed that 
Taiwan should be part of China.33 Therefore, despite Beijing’s hope of utilizing economic 
interdependence to foster a Chinese identity, money has failed to buy loyalty to the CCP 
and Chinese ethnic national identity.34 

The expression of Taiwanese civic identity and fear of Chinese influence reached a 
boiling point in March 2014, when student activists occupied the Legislative Yuan in 

29  Nathan and Scobell, China’s Search for Security, 223-224.
30  Nathan and Scobell, China’s Search for Security, 303-304. 
31  Alan Cowell, “China and Taiwan Agree to Resume Talks on Direct Flights,” New York Times, May 
29, 2008, https://www.nytimes.com/2008/05/29/world/asia/29iht-29taiwan.13310869.html.
32  “ECFA signing scheduled for June 29,” Taiwan News, June 25, 2010, https://www.taiwannews.com.
tw/en/news/1299089. 
33  “Most Taiwanese Consider Taiwan, China Separate Countries, Poll Suggests,” South China 
Morning Post, June 21, 2017, https://www.scmp.com/news/china/policies-politics/article/2099286/
most-taiwanese-consider-taiwan-china-separate-countries.
34  Cole, Black Island: Two Years of Activism in Taiwan, 73-75, 142-144. 
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the Sunflower Movement to protest the proposed 2013 Cross-Strait Services Trade 
Agreement (CSSTA), signed in China. Student activists and DPP politicians feared that 
the CSSTA would open Taiwan’s service sector to Chinese investors and make Taiwan 
even more dependent on Chinese economic influence, jeopardizing Taiwan’s liberal 
democracy and de facto independence in the long run.35 Also, many feared that allowing 
China more access to Taiwan’s telecommunications market could lead to national security 
risks should an armed conflict break out.36

Thus, the Sunflower Movement was the result of the rise of Taiwanese “civic national-
ism.” For more and more contemporary ROC citizens, an independent and democratic 
nation-state named “Taiwan” is more important than the traditional ethnic or sub-ethnic 
identities.37 For instance, on the 25th anniversary of the 1989 Tiananmen Massacre in 
2014, while most Taiwanese were sympathetic to the victims, they believed that the 
tragedy was a “foreign” one.38 Therefore, Mainlanders, Fujianese, aborigines, and Hakka 
have become more united in fostering a civic Taiwanese identity based on political 
participation by all ROC citizens. 

Theoretical Application

Theoretical Application to the Rise of Civic Nationalism in Ukraine

When applying the constructivist and poststructuralist concepts to Ukraine, Russia 
is clearly the imagined “other.” While the Ukrainian construction of “self ” is evolving 
from an ethnic nationalistic identity to a more civic one, Russian aggressions toward 
Ukraine have further consolidated this trend. Historical traumas like the Holodomor 
also remind Ukrainians about the perceived dangers of Russian autocratic political 
culture. Ukrainians now believe that civil dignity and freedom from political dictatorship 
are “basic human rights worth sacrifice[s],” while Russia still represents passivity and 
“blind obedience to state authority.”39 Thus, for most post-Euromaidan Ukrainians, it 
is a struggle to preserve a “self ” characterized by an imagined civic community with an 
aspiration for liberal democratic governance against the autocratic, corrupt, aggressive 
Russian “other.” Through historical “reciprocal interactions,” Russia has also proven to 
be a hostile “other” in the minds of civic nationalistic Ukrainians. Such hostility and 
aggression demonstrate the fault line between the post-Euromaidan Ukrainian civic 
nationalism and Russian ethnic nationalism. 

However, despite the rise of civic identity in Ukraine, Russia has never perceived its 
power relationship with Ukraine as “us” versus “them.” The vast majority of Russians 

35  Cole, Black Island: Two Years of Activism in Taiwan, 250-255, 260.
36  Cole, Black Island: Two Years of Activism in Taiwan, 302. 
37  Cole, Black Island: Two Years of Activism in Taiwan, 8, 144. 
38  Cole, Black Island: Two Years of Activism in Taiwan, 375-376. 
39  Elena Minina, “Why Do Russians Support Interventions in Ukraine?” Al Jazeera, March 
29, 2014, https://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/opinion/2014/03/why-do-russians-support-in-
terv-2014328174257483544.html.
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still perceive Ukraine as a Slavic Orthodox “fraternal nation,” despite Ukraine’s status 
as an independent, sovereign state. This ethnic nationalist construction also allows the 
Kremlin to justify military interventions in Ukraine to protect “Russians.” Therefore, 
the annexation of Crimea and interventions in Eastern Ukraine are framed as “moral” 
obligations to defend Russia’s “fraternal brother” against the ultranationalist “other” 
actors within Ukraine, especially those who are perceived by Moscow as rejecting their 
Russian ethnic and cultural roots in addition to betraying the Fatherland. The Russian 
media has also been successful in mobilizing domestic support by drawing historical 
analogies between Ukrainian right-wing groups and the Nazis. As such, over 94 percent 
of Russians backed the annexation of Crimea.40 

Since the Russian imperial complex still influences Russian perceptions of its near-
abroad, the Kremlin believes that it should have the responsibility in preserving stability 
and security in all post-Soviet spaces, including Ukraine, to prevent the infiltration of 
Western liberal ideas.41 In fact, even Russian politicians perceived to be liberals, like 
former Deputy Prime Minister Anatoly Chubais, believe that Russia’s main goal over 
the next three decades should be to “reestablish” a liberal “Russian empire” by linking 
itself to Ukraine, Belarus, and Kazakhstan through a single market.42 Hence, from the 
Russian perspective, the real “others” are the ones trying to pull Ukraine out of Russia’s 
orbit, such as pro-West Ukrainians and NATO.     

In order to legitimize Russian attitudes and actions toward post-Euromaidan Ukraine, 
Russia utilizes media outlets to label pro-West Ukrainians and Euromaidan protest-
ers as “fascists” and exaggerate the ultranationalist influences within the Euromaidan 
Movement. By utilizing the term “fascist,” the Russian state-controlled media outlets 
draw historical analogies to the 27 million Soviet citizens and soldiers killed by the 
Nazis in World War II. As a result, while Russian-speaking and Ukrainian-speaking 
Ukrainian citizens have collectively developed a civic national identity, Russia still applies 
an ethnic nationalist framework to its relationship with Ukraine. If the rise of civic 
identity continues in Ukraine while Russia promotes its ethnic-centric identity, the 
contemporary division based on the representation of “self ” and “other” will continue 
to pull the two countries apart. 

Theoretical Application to the Rise of Civic Nationalism in Taiwan

The division between Russia and Ukraine is similar to current cross-Strait relations 
between Taiwan and Mainland China, especially in how the Taiwanese civic nationalist 
“self ” positions itself. For example, despite the PRC’s hope that economic interdependence 
could eventually lead to peaceful unification, civic nationalism in Taiwan—as demon-
strated by the Sunflower Movement and popularity of President Tsai Ing-wen—has 

40  Minina, “Why do Russians support interventions in Ukraine?”
41  Andrei Tsygankov, Russia and the West from Alexander to Putin: Honor in International Relations 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012), 415. 
42  Oleksandr Sushko, “The Dark Side of Integration: Ambitions of Domination in Russia’s Backyard,” 
The Washington Quarterly 27, no. 2 (2004): 119-131. 
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shown that more and more Taiwanese view further economic ties with the authoritarian 
and state-supported ethnic nationalist PRC with skepticism. While most Taiwanese 
do not reject economic ties with the Mainland, they do fear that Taiwan’s hard-won 
de facto independence and democratic political system will become vulnerable to the 
PRC’s authoritarian government if they continue to be economically dependent on the 
Mainland.43 

As such, the contemporary Taiwanese self-imagined community is based on both the 
post-1930s sense of self as “neither Japanese nor Chinese” and the post-1980s liberal 
democratic reform.44 This can be attributed to the rising civic nationalism that unites 
most ROC citizens, including former Mainlanders. In this sense, mainland China is 
Taiwan’s constructed “other,” representing traditional Chinese authoritarian political 
culture, especially its perceived suppression of civil liberties and propensity for political 
violence. Additionally, since the PRC has never officially renounced the use of force in 
resolving the question of Taiwan’s sovereignty, continuous integration with the hostile 
autocratic “other” legitimizes Taiwan’s civic nationalism, similar to how the Kremlin’s 
aggression against post-Euromaidan Ukraine consolidates the civic identity in Kiev. This 
is why the perceived authoritarian China was the protesters’ ultimate target during the 
2014 Sunflower Movement. Moreover, the very existence of a hostile PRC seeking to 
eventually expand its autocratic rule to Taiwan further enhances the legitimacy of the 
protesters in Taiwan as defenders of the island’s post-1987 civic nationalism. 

In contrast, the CCP bases its unification policy on the politics of ethnic nationalism. 
In the words of former CCP General Secretary Hu Jintao, unification between the 
mainland and Taiwan is the “shared desire” of all “descendants of the Yellow Emperor.”45 
The essence of the CCP’s argument is that since the majority of ROC citizens are Han 
Chinese, Taiwan’s separation from the mainland cannot be justified. The CCP leadership 
also identifies itself as “wielding dominion” over all individuals of Chinese ancestry, 
“regardless of what passport they hold or territories they reside.” If an ethnic Chinese 
citizen does not behave according to the CCP’s principles, he or she could be considered 
a “traitor.” Based on this state-sponsored and ethnic nationalist logic, most Taiwanese 
and overseas Chinese should theoretically be loyal to the CCP and its state-promoted 
ethnic nationalist discourse. Therefore, if the CCP calls for “rejuvenation” of the Chinese 
nation and unification with Taiwan, the PRC would at least expect rhetorical support 
from Taiwanese and overseas Chinese. 

This narrative is related to the rise of geopolitik nationalism, which evolved from ethnic 
Han Chinese nationalism. The Chinese geopolitik nationalist “self ” calls for the recognition 
that only military and economic power counts in international affairs, not international 

43  Cole, Black Island: Two Years of Activism in Taiwan, 72-76. 
44  Wong, “From Ethnic to Civic Nationalism: The Formation of Changing Nature of Taiwanese 
Identity,” 180-182. 
45  Hughes, “Negotiating National Identity in Taiwan Between Nativisation and De-sinicisation,” 21.
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rules and norms.46 Therefore, in order to achieve the long-term goal of the “rejuvenation” 
of the Chinese nation, many nationalistic scholars in China have called for a revival of 
the military spirit to defend perceived Chinese interests, including militarily preventing 
Taiwan from seeking independence. In this sense, the Chinese ethnic and state-sponsored 
“self ” is tied to its nation, achieving great power status, and unification with Taiwan. 

In addition to the ethnic definition of the Chinese “self,” a “victim mentality” runs deep 
within the Chinese political discourse given China’s traumatic experience at the hands 
of European and Japanese imperial powers in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.47 
Therefore, the contemporary Chinese imagined community is based on a combination 
of achieving great power status and remembering victimhood at the hands of former 
imperial powers. In addition to Japan being the historical belligerent “other,” many 
Chinese believe that American political elites want to separate Taiwan from China 
“either permanently or, failing that, for as long as possible” in order to contain a rising 
China.48 Thus, similar to how Russian policymakers vilified NATO, China’s constructed 
“other” is the contemporary U.S.-Japan alliance and its support for Taiwan’s de facto 
separation from China.49 

Civic Nationalism in Ukraine and Taiwan Versus State-Supported Ethnic Nationalism 
in Russia and China

Based on the cases of identity constructions above, it is clear that when applying construc-
tivist and poststructuralist approaches to Russo-Ukrainian and cross-Strait relations, 
there are comparable aspects. For both Ukraine and Taiwan, the younger generations’ 
civic sense of nationalism is based on participatory and inclusive politics, along with 
aspiring to and preserving hard-won liberal democratic governance. Furthermore, this 
civic nationalism is gradually replacing existing ethnic nationalism. Therefore, despite 
the cultural roots of Kievan Rus’ and Qing China’s possession of Taiwan, the Ukrainian 
and Taiwanese “selves” are evolving away from their historical and cultural centers of 
Russia and China, especially the latter’s’ perceived authoritarian political cultures. As a 
result, amidst the clash between civic and traditional ethnic nationalist identities, the 
majority of post-Euromaidan Ukrainians and post-1990s Taiwanese do not want to 
reunite with their so-called “motherlands,” allowing one to draw analogies and compare 
the rise of civic identities in Ukraine and Taiwan. 

Unlike changes in Ukraine and Taiwan, contemporary Chinese and Russian self-iden-
tities remain rooted in ethnic—and to a lesser extent, geopolitical—nationalism. As 
the annexation of Crimea demonstrates, Putin’s claim of protecting Russian-speaking 

46  Christopher Hughes, “Reclassifying Chinese Nationalism: The Geopolitik Turn,” Journal of 
Contemporary China 20, no. 71 (2011): 607-608. 
47  Shogo Suzuki, “The Importance of ‘Othering’ in China’s National Identity: Sino-Japanese Relations 
as a Stage of Identity Conflicts,” The Pacific Review 20, no. 1 (2007): 32-33.
48  Nathan and Scobell, China’s Search for Security, 215.
49  Susan Shirk, China: Fragile Superpower (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), 182.
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Ukrainians from pro-West Ukrainians and NATO is based on ethnic lines. For China, 
the idea that Taiwan should be part of China since most Taiwanese are Han Chinese 
descendants, also demonstrates the ethnic characteristic of the PRC’s self-identity. Thus, 
while Ukraine and Taiwan are not necessarily the “others” for Russia and the PRC, 
pro-West Ukrainians and pro-independence Taiwanese are the traitors siding with the 
real “others,” such as NATO and the U.S.-Japan alliance. Therefore, based on construc-
tivist and poststructuralist analyses, contemporary Russo-Ukrainian and cross-Strait 
relations are comparable in the sense that the civic identities of Ukraine and Taiwan 
are increasingly pulling them away from Russia and China.

Conclusion

Due to differences in sovereignty status, history, and culture, Taiwan and Ukraine seem 
quite dissimilar at first sight. However, when one examines the relationships from 
constructivist and poststructuralist perspectives, both Ukraine and Taiwan pit their 
evolving civic identities against their powerful neighbors’ state-promoted ethnic defi-
nitions of nationalism. As both the Euromaidan Revolution and Sunflower Movement 
demonstrated, civic identity and nationalism that are based on aspirations for liberal 
democracy are much more salient in contemporary Ukraine and Taiwan. Historical events 
like the Holodomor and 228 Incident also remind Ukrainians and Taiwanese that their 
powerful neighbors’ autocratic political cultures are dangerous “others.” Therefore, the 
most significant aspect among the relations of Ukraine with Russia and Taiwan with 
China is the comparable rise of Ukrainian and Taiwanese civic identities against the 
Russian and Chinese traditional notions of ethnic national identity.

While this paper analyzes the similarities between the rise of civic identities in Ukraine 
and Taiwan, it does not reject the fact that there are still radical ethnic and sub-ethnic 
nationalist elements within Ukraine and Taiwan’s struggles against the perceived Russian 
and Chinese “others.” Civic and ethnic nationalism usually coexist in a spectrum. Thus, 
similar to Ukraine, not all pro-independence Taiwanese support a civic identity, especially 
those who associate the 228 Incident with anything “Chinese’’ and still hold on to what 
Kaeding calls a “sub-ethnic” Taiwanese nativist identity. Such sub-ethnic Taiwanese 
nationalism could potentially wreak havoc on the Taiwanese civic nationalism, making 
the island a less tolerant political space.50  

In this sense, such evolving political identities and their implications on contemporary 
international relations are remaining topics that need to be addressed by further research. 
Additionally, civic and ethnic nationalism usually coexist on opposite ends of a spectrum, 
and it is very possible for nations built around civic identities to slide toward ethnic 
or sub-ethnic notions of “us” versus “them.”51 If either Ukraine or Taiwan slides back 
towards ethnic or sub-ethnic nationalism, especially ones characterized by Russophobic 
and Sinophobic violence, Moscow and Beijing could potentially take advantage of such 

50  Hughes, “Negotiating National Identity in Taiwan Between Nativisation and De-sinicisation,” 17, 
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illiberal politics. Given the fluid political context, future research should continue to 
investigate the implications of the evolving political identities in Ukraine, Taiwan, Russia, 
and Mainland China in driving contemporary international politics. 
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Preparing for Sky Wars:                                                                                                 
Evaluating the Airpower of China vis-à-vis ASEAN

Eugene Yong and James W. Tong

Against the background of the U.S. Pivot to Asia policy and military tensions in the 
South China Sea, this paper evaluates the airpower of the People’s Republic of China 
(PRC) in comparison with the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) to 
determine whether the latter has the capability for regional air defense, or can serve as 
an effective and able ally of the United States in the instance of a military confrontation 
with China. Based on a systematic comparison of financial funding, manpower base, 
aircraft inventory and defene industry support from 2009 to 2018, this paper finds that 
the People’s Liberation Army Air Force (PLAAF) maintains a significant and widening 
advantage over ASEAN air forces, raising doubts over ASEAN member nations’ ability 
for regional air defense or as a reliable hedge against Chinese ascendance.

Introduction

China’s rise within the international system has sharpened perceptions that it aspires 
to challenge U.S. hegemony, reconfigure the existing regional and world order, and 
intensify its interests and capabilities to assert influence in regional politics.52 In response, 
the Bush administration initiated the US Pivot to Asia policy, which was then formal-
ized by the Obama administration, and continued by the Trump administration.53 This 
policy has further intensified U.S.-China rivalry by redeploying military resources from 

52  Daniel C. Lynch, “Is China’s Rise Now Stalling?” Pacific Review 32, no. 3 (2019): 446-474; Robert 
S. Ross, “Balance of Power Politics and the Rise of China: Accommodation and Balancing in East 
Asia,” Security Studies 15, no. 3 (2006): 355-395; Joshua Shifrinson, “Should the United States Fear 
China’s Rise?” Washington Quarterly 41, no. 4 (Winter 2019): 65-83.
53  Hugh De Santis, “The China Threat and the ‘Pivot’ to Asia,” Current History 111, (September 
2012): 209-215; Chas Freeman Jr, “China’s Rise and Transformation: Towards Pax Sinica?” 
Washington Journal of Modern China 10, no. 2 (Fall 2012): 1-33; Chin-Hao Huang, Review of 
Obama’s Challenge to China: the Pivot to Asia by Chi Wang, The China Journal 77, (January 2017): 
228-229; David Shambaugh, “Assessing the US “Pivot” to Asia,” Strategic Studies Quarterly 7, no. 2 
(Summer 2013): 10-19.
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Europe and Iraq to Asia, expanding naval and air bases in Guam, constructing a new 
military base in Darwin, Australia, and strengthening the Seventh Fleet and the Pacific 
Command.1 Against this background, the military assets of ASEAN states assume a new 
significance in the international politics and regional security of the Asia-Pacific.2 Their 
importance is highlighted not only by the United States’ new military posture, but also 
by its collective defense structures and agreements erected against China.3 The pursuit 
of collective defense and security arrangements has become particularly salient under 
the Trump administration, which has repeatedly called on its allies and stakeholders to 
“share the burden” of maintaining security in the Indo-Pacific region.4 

Prashanth Parameswaran, a fellow at Wilson Center, has argued that the United States 
must recognize ASEAN as central to this strategy, and integrate ASEAN accordingly.5 
On its part, ASEAN has demonstrated concerns over China’s rise through its competing 
maritime and territorial claims in the South China Sea, claims that have united ASEAN 
states.6 One key issue regarding ASEAN’s role as a hedge against Chinese expansion, 
however, lies in the military dimension. That is, do ASEAN states have the collective 
military capacity to withstand China’s burgeoning armed forces? To that end, published 
research has sought to assess the extent of military modernization in Southeast Asian 
militaries and the People’s Liberation Army (PLA).7  However, there has not been an 
attempt at charting the year-on-year growth in airpower of the parties in contention – a 
surprising fact given the role of airpower in determining the outcome of any military 
campaign.

1  David Scott, “The Indo-Pacific in U.S. Strategy: Responding to Power Shifts,” The “Indo-Pacific” - 
Regional Dynamics in the 21st Century’s New Geopolitical Center of Gravity 3, no. 2 (August 2018): 
19-43; Rory Medcalf, “Reimagining Asia: From Asia-Pacific to Indo-Pacific,” in International Rela-
tions and Asia’s Southern Tier, ed. Gilbert Tozman and Joseph Chinyong Liow (Singapore: Springer, 
2018), 9-28.
2  Bhubhindar Singh, Henrick Tsjeng, and Shawn Ho, “ASEAN Unity in the Face of China’s Unilateral 
‘Consensus’,” RSIS Commentary 151, (June 2016); Ian Storey, “ASEAN’s Failing Grade in the South 
China Sea,” “Reimagining Asia: From Asia-Pacific to Indo-Pacific,” in International Relations and 
Asia’s Southern Tier, ed. Gilbert Tozman and Joseph Chinyong Liow (Singapore: Springer, 2018), 
111-124.
3  These include its support of the nuclear development program of India (2006), the Quadrilateral 
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Darwin, Australia (2011), expanding the Terminal High Altitude Air Defense System to include S. 
Korea in the regional missile defense system of Australia and Japan (2017); signing Enhanced Secu-
rity Agreements with the Philippines (2014) and Singapore (2015).
4  The United States Department of Defense, Indo-Pacific Strategy Report, (Washington D.C.: US 
Department of Defense, 2019), 21.
5  Prashanth Parameswaran, ASEAN’s Role in a U.S. Indo-Pacific Strategy, (Washington D.C.: Wilson 
Center, 2018).
6  Ian Storey, “ASEAN’s Failing Grade in the South China Sea,” 111-124; Bhubhindar Singh, Henrick 
Tsjeng, and Shawn Ho, “ASEAN Unity in the Face of China’s Unilateral ‘Consensus’."
7  Richard Bitzinger, “A New Arms Race? Explaining Recent Southeast Asian Military Acquisitions,” 
Contemporary Southeast Asia 32, no. 1 (April 2010): 50-69; Richard Bitzinger, “Modernising China’s 
Military, 1997-2012,” China Perspectives, no. 4 (2011): 7-15.
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Given this gap in literature, an analysis of comparing the military capabilities of ASEAN 
member states and the PRC is called for. This paper will focus on air power because 
military conflict between ASEAN and China is unlikely to involve a land war, since 
China only shares a land border with Vietnam, Myanmar and Laos. While a naval 
conflict with China is also possible and an analysis of the comparative naval power 
between ASEAN and China will have to be left for future research8 

In terms of air power, this paper will focus on the strategic capabilities of the air forces 
of the ASEAN states. It is important to keep in mind that airpower is not limited to 
the air force for any given military. Many navies and armies have their own designated 
air branch to provide aerial support in their operations. A naval force, for example, may 
contain carrier-based fighter aircraft to protect the fleet. Nonetheless, not all militaries 
have such overlaps within their services. To make this analysis comparable, this study 
will be limited to the individual air forces of China and ASEAN states. 

The official air arm of the Chinese military is known as the People’s Liberation Army Air 
Force (PLAAF). The member states of the Association of Southeast Nations (ASEAN) 
are Brunei, Cambodia, Indonesia, Laos, Malaysia, Myanmar, the Philippines, Singapore, 
Thailand, and Vietnam. Each of these states has its own official air force and will thus 
be included in the analysis. 

Of critical importance is the fact that ASEAN is not yet a cohesive international alliance 
and military organization like NATO. For much of its institutional history, it has been 
little more than a regional intergovernmental organization and platform for regional 
cooperation. At a 1997 meeting in Kuala Lumpur, the heads of state/government of 
ASEAN member states committed to an ideal of greater partnership by 2020. As its title 
suggests, however, the “ASEAN Vision 2020” is only a visionary statement, an integration 
roadmap, and not an architectural blueprint or binding charter, much less a political 
reality for the Asia-Pacific region. In military terms, ASEAN has never developed a 
defense agreement, a unified force structure, a joint command protocol, a system-wide 
training program or common military exercises. It can thus be questioned whether an 
assessment of its collective military capability is warranted.

8  On China’s rising naval power, the interested reader may want to consult Lim and Terpening, 
Yves-Heng Lim, “Expanding the Dragon’s Reach: The Rise of China’s Anti-Access Naval Doctrine 
and Forces,” Journal of Strategic Studies 40, no. 1-2 (2017): 146-168; Ellery Terpening, “China’s Naval 
Rise, France’s Naval Genius,” U.S. Naval Institute Proceedings 141, (February 2015): 68-73. For an 
analysis of a potential naval conflict between The United States and China, read Geoffrey Till, “The 
New U.S. Maritime Strategy: Another View from Outside,” Naval War College Review 68, no. 4 (Au-
tumn 2015): 34-45.  For those interested in naval cooperation between India and individual ASEAN 
states including Indonesia, Vietnam, Thailand, Malaysia, and Myanmar, the analyses of Hedrick 
and Kumar will prove useful, Brian K. Hedrick, India’s Strategic Defense Transformation: Expanding 
Global Relationships (Carlisle, PA: Strategic Studies Institute, U.S. Army war College, 2009; Das 
Ajaya Kumar, “Soft and Hard Power in India’s Strategy towards Southeast Asia” India Review 12, no. 
3 (July-September 2013): 165-185.
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Nonetheless, regional military alliances are often formed not by mutual amity or long 
term institutional integration, but as a response to short-term geopolitical developments, 
such as a regional crisis created by an emergent common threat,  in which member 
states perceive the benefits of engaging in military cooperation as outweighing the costs. 
The territorial disputes in the South China Sea, U.S.-China rivalry, and the U.S. Pivot 
to Asia provide the requisite geopolitical conditions for military conflict. Reinforcing 
this development is the increasing apprehension of Japan, India, and Australia towards 
what they perceive as the growing military threat of China, which has propelled them 
to join the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue,9 and form closer military ties with indi-
vidual ASEAN states.10 Thus, the military capabilities of ASEAN, and their potential 
contribution to the collective defense of the Asia-Pacific region is part of a plausible 
scenario, if a war between global and regional powers were to break out. This scenario 
will be examined after an analysis of the military resources of ASEAN states and China.

Airpower Strategic Resources

The timeframe to be considered in this paper is 2009 to 2018, the most recent decade with 
available yearly data, because it provides one with the best indication for the path ahead 
for both parties. In their RAND monograph, Tellis, et al. measure military capability 
as available strategic resources (funding, manpower, assets, industry base) and variables 
that convert such resources into warfighting capacity, specifically, combat experience 
and military doctrine.11 This paper will analyze only strategic resources. Neither the 
PLAAF nor ASEAN airpower has had significant combat experience over the last 
decade. Information on doctrinal development is difficult to assess empirically and it is 
often not published, as it may be regarded as a military secret.12

To elaborate on the strategic resources, funding refers to financial resources to conduct 
operations or acquire and maintain new assets. It is measured by the official military 
budgets in current U.S. dollars (USD). The overall ASEAN military budget rather than 
budgets allocated for the individual air forces will be used, as the latter are not disclosed 
for most of the relevant militaries.13  

Manpower is measured by the number of active air force personnel. Data on specific career 
fields (e.g. pilots and weapon controllers) are not accessible and are thus not used in this 
study. In addition to the size of personnel, manpower quality is measured by the number 
of dedicated air force academies and the length, breadth, and depth of their curriculum. 

9  H.D.P. Envall, The Quadrilateral Security Dialogue: Towards Indo-Pacific Order? (Singapore: Raja-
ratnam School of International Studies, 2019), 1-11
10  Das Ajaya Kumar, “Soft and Hard Power in India’s strategy towards Southeast Asia,” India Review 
12, no. 3 (July-September 2013): 165-185.
11  Ashley Tellis, Janice Bially, Christopher Layne, and Melissa Mcpherson, Measuring National Power 
in the Postindustrial Age, (Rand Corporation, 2000), 135.
12  Roger Cliff, China’s Military Power: Assessing Current and Future Capabilities, (New York: Cam-
bridge University Press, 2015), 20.
13  Only budgets for the Indonesian, Malaysian and Thai air forces are openly available.
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As the physical tools used to overwhelm the adversary and dominate airspace, air force 
assets can range from fighter planes to anti-air systems. This is measured by the numbers 
of fixed-wing aircraft per year. Rotary aircraft are excluded from this analysis due to 
their relatively limited impact on contests over air space and variances in force structure 
regarding the governance of such assets.14 Surface-to-air air defense systems (such as 
anti-air guns), unmanned aircraft and radar systems will also not be included due to a 
lack of consistent information. As a separate measure, the number of fifth-generation 
fighter aircraft in service will be used to compare the relative level of technological 
advancement.

As suggested by Tellis et al., the local Industrial Base provides a pipeline of military 
instruments to support the maintenance and upgrading of existing aircraft and anti-air 
systems, while providing an avenue for technological innovation (e.g. designing and 
testing new aircraft) – all of which contribute to the ability to assert control over airspace. 
Furthermore, a strong local defense industry also minimizes dependency on foreign 
sources in times of conflict.15 The strength of the industrial domain will be measured by 
the number of local aerospace or defense firms that appear in the Fortune Global 500, 
compiled yearly by the Fortune media group, based on revenue in that given fiscal year. 
The appearance of any Southeast Asian or Chinese aerospace/defense firm is therefore 
indicative of the level of development in the given defense industry. For this study, only 
firms that supply military platforms or provide specialised services dedicated to the 
military are included.

Data Source

The bulk of the data is drawn from annual editions of The Military Balance, published 
by the International Institute for Strategic Studies from 2009 to 2018, which lists the 
yearly military budgets (in USD) for all ASEAN militaries and the PLA (with the 
exception of Laos from 2015 to 2018, as the figures are not publicly available). Similarly, 
the manpower size and aircraft inventory of all air forces included in this study can be 
found within the same publication. United States foreign military aid data collected 
in this study comes from the Foreign Aid Explorer database on the USAID website. 
Information on the military academies that supply officers to these air forces was found 
on either the official websites for each of the academies or official reports on these acad-
emies. The data on airfields are drawn from intelligence gathered as part of the World 
Factbook program by the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) of the United States. For 
the industrial domain, the Fortune Global 500 rankings lists for each year can all be 
found on the Fortune Global 500 website. 

Data Analysis

Data for the ten ASEAN states along with those of the PRC, from the years 2009-2018, 

14  Some militaries choose to integrate most of their rotary assets into the ground forces and naval 
forces they support while others prefer to govern all rotary assets under the air force.
15 Ashley Tellis, Janice Bially, Christopher Layne, and Melissa Mcpherson,140.
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are presented below.

Funding

As shown in Figure 1, ASEAN states and China both experienced a net growth in 
their military budget size from 2009 to 2018. During this period, the combined mili-
tary budgets of the ASEAN states rose by 45 percent from 27.3 billion USD to 39.6 
billion USD, with changes varying greatly from state to state. For example, while the 
Indonesian military budget more than doubled over this decade (from 3.5 billion USD 
to 7.3 billion USD), the Malaysian military budget saw a net decrease. By comparison, 
the growth in military budget for China was even more astounding, skyrocketing from 
70.3 billion USD to 168 billion USD, a staggering 139 percent increase over this short 
span of time. Thus, while both ASEAN and PRC military budgets are increasing, the 
growth rate of the Chinese military budget far outpaces its Southeast Asian counterparts. 

Sources: “The Military Balance 2010-2019,” The International Institute for Strategic Studies, (London: 
IISS, 2010-2019).

Although ASEAN states receive military aid from the United States, the amount of 
aid received by each state is relatively insignificant when compared to overall budget 
figures. Hence, the inclusion of foreign military aid from the United States into calcu-
lations of military funding does not affect the budgetary gap between ASEAN and the 
PRC. Even in 2016, when the overall foreign military aid from the United States to 
ASEAN was at its highest, foreign military aid was less than 1 percent of the overall 
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ASEAN military budget figure. Thus, the overall trend in funding remains consistent 
with the findings from the budget data – there is an enormous and widening funding 
gap between the two parties.

The continual hike in defense budgets for both parties can be attributed to their modern-
ization efforts. For the Chinese military, modernization efforts were prompted by the 
desire to narrow the technological gap between the U.S. and China, and the need for 
a modern, flexible force to deal with potential conflicts with Taiwan and other South 
China Sea claimants.16 The increased defense budget (and therefore, spending) has direct 
implications on the PLAAF, which received much of the defense outlay – evidenced by 
the costly development of stealth fighter aircraft like the Chengdu J-20 and Shenyang 
J-31.17 Consequently, this upward trend in the Chinese military budget is likely to further 
strengthen its abilities to contest airspace. In contrast, the modernization budgets for 
most ASEAN militaries were directed at replacing barely functional weapons systems.18 
The widening spending gap between ASEAN militaries and the PLA demonstrates an 
already immense and increasing financial advantage of the PLAAF over the ASEAN 
air forces. 

Manpower

As with the budget figures, the personnel size for both the PLAAF and the ASEAN air 
forces increased over this period. The reported figures for manpower remained largely 
the same throughout the decade for most of the ASEAN air forces, except for the Indo-
nesian and the Philippine air forces, which registered substantial increments. Buoyed by 
these two air forces, the total manpower size of the ASEAN air forces increased nota-
bly – rising by 5.3 percent from 164,600 in 2009 to 173,300 in 2018. The PLAAF on 
the other hand, expanded its manpower base significantly, from approximately 315,000 
individuals in 2009, to 395,000 in 2018, an increase of 25.4 percent.

16  Ben Blanchard, “Taiwan concerns mean China defense budget likely to defy slowing economy,” 
Reuters, February 25, 2019. https://www.reuters.com/article/us-china-parliament-defense/china-de-
fense-budget-likely-to-defy-slowing-economy-due-to-taiwan-worries-idUSKCN1QE2NR.
17  Paul Mcleary, “Pentagon: Chinese Military Modernization Enters ‘New Phase’,” Foreign Policy, 
May 13, 2016., https://foreignpolicy.com/2016/05/13/pentagon-chinese-military-modernization-en-
ters-new-phase/.
18  Felix Heiduk, “Is Southeast Asia really in an arms race?” East Asia Forum, February 21, 2018. 
http://www.eastasiaforum.org/2018/02/21/is-southeast-asia-really-in-an-arms-race/#more-110941.
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Sources: “The Military Balance 2010-2019,” The International Institute for Strategic Studies, (London: 
IISS, 2010-2019).

As with funding, the manpower data also reflects the divergence in the modernization 
drives of the ASEAN air forces and the PLAAF. Modernization generally entails either 
gradual reductions or minimal changes in manpower to facilitate more streamlined oper-
ations, as the workload is transferred to advanced assets. The 2009 figure of approximately 
315,000 members in the PLAAF for example, was the result of a 25 percent reduction 
of manpower under the ongoing modernization program.19 Despite effects of overall 
modernization, the PLAAF continued to grow in manpower from 2009 to 2018. The 
numerical advantage of the PLAAF over the ASEAN air forces, like the budget figures, 
is unlikely to decrease anytime soon.

19  Sebastian Heilmann, and Dirk Schmidt, China’s Foreign Political and Economic Relations: An 
Unconventional Global Power (Plymouth: Rowman and Littlefield, 2014), 63.
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Table 1: List of Military Academies in ASEAN States and the PRC that provide Ab 
Initio Training for Air Force Officers20

20  “大学简介,” Air Force Engineering University, accessed 10 September 2009, http:/www.afeu.cn/
web/afeu/dxgk/gk/; “Kurikulum,” Indonesian Air Force Academy, accessed September 10, 2019, 
http://aau.ac.id/kurikulum/; “2017军校巡礼第十五站：空军预警学院（附报考指南),” 中国军
网, June 9, 2017, http://www.81.cn/jwgz/2017-06/09/content_7634167_2.htm; “中国人民解放军第
四军医大学.” 中国军网, June 14, 2017, http://www.81.cn/jwzl/2017-06/14/content_7748285_2.htm; 
Van Hieu, “Vietnamese military political delegation visits Kaysone Phomvihane Defense Academy,” 
People’s Army Newspaper, October 20, 2011, https://en.qdnd.vn/military/news/vietnamese-mili-
tary-political-delegation-visits-kaysone-phomvihane-defense-academy-425403; “SAFTI MI Units,” 
Ministry of Defense Singapore, accessed September 10, 2019, https://www.mindef.gov.sg/oms/imin-
def/mindef_websites/atozlistings/saftimi/SAFTIMIUnits.html; “飞行学员介绍：空军航空大学,” 
Ministry of National Defense of the People's Republic of China, September 9, 2009, http://www.mod.
gov.cn/service/2009-09/09/content_4086516.html; “Program Offer,” National Defense University of 
Malaysia, accessed September 10, 2019, http://www.upnm.edu.my/en/index.php?req=26; “National 
Defense University,” National Defense University, Cambodia, accessed September 10, 2019, http://
ndu.edu.kh/en; “Navaminda Kasatriyadhiraj Royal Air Force Academy,”  accessed September 10, 
2019 http://www.nkrafa.rtaf.mi.th/index.php/th/; “Defense Academy,” Royal Brunei Armed Forces, 
accessed September 8, 2019, http://www.da.mindef.gov.bn/Theme/Home.aspx; “History, Traditions 
and General Information,” The Philippine Military Academy, accessed September 10, 2019, https://
www.pma.ph/about.php#history; “Air Defense - Air Force Academy,” Vietnam Air Force Academy, 
accessed September 10, 2019, http://hocvienpkkq.com/tin/index.php/vi/gioi-thieu/Gioi-thieu-HV/
Gioi-thieu-ve-Hoc-vien-PKKQ-1/.
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The quality of professional training also needs to be part of a comparison of manpower. 
As shown in Table 1, all ASEAN states have military academies that provide ab initio 
training for military officers. Almost all of the states studied offer at least a Bachelor’s 
Degree program in their military academies, except for Brunei and Singapore. Two 
ASEAN military academies (Cambodia and Vietnam) offer Master’s Degrees, and 
two others (Malaysia and Thailand) offer both Master’s and Ph.D. degrees. In China, 
two PLAAF academies offer Master’s Degrees, and two offer both Master’s and Ph.D. 
degrees. Unlike other ASEAN air force officers, who can receive their tertiary education 
from local military academies, Singaporean officers generally acquire their college and 
advanced degrees from national universities. Another key difference is the number of 
dedicated service academies that each air force possesses. While the ASEAN air forces 
only had three air force academies (in Indonesia, Thailand, and Vietnam), the PLAAF 
alone had four different university-level institutions that cater to different vocations 
within the air force.

Assets: Aircraft and Airfields

Fixed-wing aircraft refer to aircraft that generate lift using forward airspeed. This category 
of aircraft excludes all helicopters and can range from fighter aircraft like the PLAAF’s 
J-20, to transport aircraft like the Singaporean air force’s C-130. The data in Fig. 3 
demonstrates a divergent trend for the Chinese and ASEAN air forces. From 2009 to 
2018, the total number of fixed-wing aircraft in the ASEAN air forces decreased by 
20 percent from 1,533 to 1,278. Within ASEAN, the changes in fixed-wing aircraft 
inventory vary greatly from state to state. For example, while Myanmar saw a net accu-
mulation of fixed-wing aircraft from 156 in 2009 to 193 in 2018, Vietnam drastically 
reduced its inventory from 279 in 2009 to 144 in 2018. 

Additionally, many of the ASEAN air force fixed-wing inventories increased in some 
years and decreased in others. Reductions in inventory occur when older aircraft are 
phased out from service. Overall, the decrease in ASEAN inventory size precludes any 
form of expansionary airpower growth. In contrast, the PLAAF fixed-wing aircraft 
inventory exhibits a clear upward trend, having increased every year except for 2011 
and 2015. In all, the number of PLAAF fixed-wing aircraft rose by 31.5 percent from 
2,442 in 2009 to 3,212 in 2018. By the end of the decade under study, the PLAAF 
now possesses more than twice the number of all ASEAN air force fixed-wing aircraft 
combined.
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Sources: “The Military Balance 2010-2019,” The International Institute for Strategic Studies, (London: 
IISS, 2010-2019)

Both size and quality determine the capability of any aircraft inventory. An additional 
point worth noting, therefore, is the increasing quality of PLAAF aircraft as compared 
to ASEAN air forces. In 2009, the most advanced fighter platform operated by any 
of the studied air forces was the F-15SG – a multi-role fighter aircraft equipped with 
advanced avionics operated by the Republic of Singapore Air Force (RSAF). By the 
end of 2018, however, through its deployment of six Chengdu J-20, the PLAAF had 
managed to attain “fifth-generation” fighter aircraft capabilities (distinguished from 
earlier generations through their stealth and network capabilities), which none of the 
ASEAN air forces possess.21 In comparison, the ASEAN air force closest to attaining 
fifth-generation fighter planes is the RSAF, which has only recently announced its 
plans to acquire four F-35 fifth-generation fighter aircraft from the U.S. government 
for testing.22 

Airpower assets also include the number of airfields in ASEAN states and the PRC. 
This is the only domain in which the ASEAN states enjoy a numerical superiority 
over China. While in 2013, China had 507 airfields, most of which were located in the 

21  “The Military Balance 2018,” The International Institute for Strategic Studies, (London: IISS, 2018), 
255.
22  Kelvin Wong, “Singapore to place initial buy of four F-35 JSFs for further evaluation,” Jane’s, 
March 1, 2019, https://www.janes.com/article/86950/singapore-to-place-initial-buy-of-four-f-35-
jsfs-for-further-evaluation.
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Chinese mainland far away from Southeast Asia, ASEAN had a whopping 1,311 in the 
region. Given the scarcity of information published on this subject, it was not possible 
to determine if this difference in airfields has changed since 2013.

The difference in the number of airfields available points to one glaring limitation 
of the PLAAF’s air power efforts. Given that airfields are necessary for the launch 
and recovery of aircraft, a numerical advantage in airfields suggests a greater ability 
to execute multiple missions within a given period. ASEAN’s numerical superiority 
in airfields, therefore, partially mitigates the widening gap in aircraft quantities and 
capability. Furthermore, the location of airfields also plays a part in determining the 
outcome of an air campaign – having an airfield close to the operating area, expedites the 
launch and recovery process. Thus, should tension over the South China Sea escalate to 
aerial combat, the relative proximity of ASEAN claimants to the territories in dispute 
provides them an advantage.23 However, China has been actively seeking to overcome 
this operational limitation through an aircraft carrier program and runway-building 
efforts in the South China Sea. 

Industrial Base

There is great contrast between the industrial bases of the PLAAF and ASEAN air 
forces. As shown in Fig. 5, none of the ASEAN defense or aerospace firms throughout 
this entire decade made the Fortune Global 500 list. On the contrary, the number of 
Chinese aerospace and defense firms increased significantly, from two in 2009 to six 
by 2018. Most impressively, all these firms have improved in their rankings during this 
period. The Aviation Industry Corporation of China (AVIC), for example, was 426th 
on the 2009 list and moved up to 161st on the list by 2018. Likewise, the China North 
Industries Group (Norinco) reached the 140th spot in the 2018 list despite its absence 
on the 2009 list. Overall, the graph below depicts a diverging trend between the indus-
trial backing of the ASEAN and Chinese air forces, with the following implications.

23  Michael Beckley, “The Emerging Military Balance in East Asia: How China’s Neighbors Can 
Check Chinese Naval Expansion,” International Security 42, no. 2 (Fall 2017): 78-119.
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Source: “Fortune Global 500,” Fortune, accessed September 9, 2019. https://fortune.com/global500/.

The prosperity of these firms attests to the overall growth of China’s defense industry 
– buoyed in large part by the increasing financial prowess of the PLA. The lack of any 
ASEAN defense firm on the Global 500 list can be attributed to the relative under-
development of the defense industries in ASEAN states. Any defense firm from these 
states can only grow as much as its military requires. Unfortunately, none of the ASEAN 
militaries has the spending power to match the PLA. Consequently, Southeast Asian 
companies in aerospace or defense are unlikely to grow to the size necessary to appear on 
the rankings. The disparity in industrial backing has two key implications for airpower. 
First, the PLAAF will have access to more advanced defense technology than ASEAN 
air forces. The technological superiority made possible by a more powerful local defense 
industry is exemplified by the PLAAF’s possession of fifth-generation fighter aircraft 
like the J-20, manufactured by Chengdu Aerospace Corporation – a subsidiary of AVIC. 
Secondly, a robust industrial base allows for greater operational independence as the 
various components do not come from foreign sources. The ability to locally manufacture 
most of its assets allow the PLAAF to engage in conflicts without fear that its supply 
chain will be affected. Most of the ASEAN air forces’ assets, on the other hand, are 
imports from foreign defense manufacturers. The Myanmar Air Force fleet contains 
JF-17 fighter jets manufactured by Chengdu Aerospace Corporation. 

Both the technological edge and greater independence possessed by the PLAAF over the 
ASEAN air forces will remain significant if the Chinese defense industry continues to 
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grow according to the positive trend identified in this study. Consequently, the PLAAF 
will maintain an advantage over the ASEAN air forces in the industrial domain.

Discussion and Conclusion

The above findings have several limitations. Available sources do not provide more 
detailed financial data. The budget outlay pertains to the entire military, not that of the 
air force. Likewise, air force manpower refers to total air force personnel, and not those 
in specific commands. There is also no data to differentiate the quality of recruits and 
their training. Similarly, where technology matters most, systematic data are lacking on 
the make and model, vintage year, and functional capabilities of the aircraft, or those 
of the air defense systems. As inadequate as the data is, even if more refined data was 
available, this would not substantially change the conclusion concerning the power 
asymmetry between the PLA and ASEAN member states’ air forces. 

To elaborate on the last point, the preceding analyses of all four strategic resources 
in financial funding, manpower base, relevant aircraft inventory, and defense industry 
support, suggest an overwhelming resource superiority for the PLAAF. Furthermore, 
in each of these four domains, the gulf between the PLAAF and ASEAN air forces has 
been gradually widening. Thus, regarding the capacity for aerial dominance, the PLAAF 
far exceeds the ASEAN air forces. More concerning for ASEAN is the reality that its 
increasing gap with China – is unlikely to be bridged anytime soon without drastic 
changes to the regional political and economic situation. 

If geopolitical developments warrant and if the global and regional powers sound the 
alarm for military action, will ASEAN be willing and ready to join a collective defense 
arrangement against a common threat? In recent years, ASEAN states have stepped 
up their multilateral cooperation in collective security. In the last decade, there have 
been annual meetings among defense entity heads at different levels – ranging from 
the ASEAN Defense Minister Meeting (ADMM) to the ASEAN Air Chief Meeting 
(AACC). At the 12th ADMM in 2018, the ASEAN Defense Ministers broke new 
ground by agreeing to a set of multilateral guidelines on air military encounters.24 Since 
2010, ASEAN representatives have also convened for ADMM-Plus, a platform for 
ASEAN and eight other partner countries (Australia, China, India, Japan, Republic 
of Korea, New Zealand, Russia, and the United States) to foster greater cooperation. 
ADMM-Plus has culminated in multiple multilateral exercises that cover operations in 
military medicine, humanitarian and disaster relief, and counterterrorism.25

24  Dawn Wei Tan, “ASEAN Defense Chiefs Set to Ink First Multilateral Air Guidelines,” The Straits 
Times, October 19, 2018, https://www.straitstimes.com/singapore/asean-defense-chiefs-set-to-ink-
first-multilateral-air-guidelines.
25  “About the ASEAN Defense Ministers’ Meeting Plus (ADMM-Plus),” ASEAN Defense Minister's 
Meeting, February 6, 2017, https://admm.asean.org/index.php/about-admm/about-admm-plus.
html.
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Nonetheless, several factors impede the development of a coordinated military defense 
for dealing with a potential Chinese threat. One key issue is the difference in threat 
perception among ASEAN states.26 While a growing PLA can threaten the existing 
order, it also presents many opportunities for militaries willing to cooperate with it. The 
acquisition of JF-17s by the Myanmar Air Force is an example of such beneficial coopera-
tion with China. Thus, depending on the individual state’s relations with China, ASEAN 
member states have varying perceptions of the urgency for multilateral military coopera-
tion against a potential Chinese threat. This variance in threat perception is compounded 
by a greater focus on developing a sense of national resilience in individual ASEAN 
countries, rather than cooperating with other ASEAN member states.27 An additional 
factor that prevents the development of a cohesive military defense is the fundamental 
mistrust that exists between ASEAN states. Many ASEAN states are still embroiled 
in disputes with one another on issues such as the treatment of Rohingya Muslims and 
territorial claims. In fact, the PLA has identified the aforementioned factors as sources 
of weakness in ASEAN military cooperation. Liu Yazhou, the political commissar for 
the PLA National Defense University from 2009 to 2017 articulated a “divide and rule” 
strategy for dealing with Southeast Asia.28 This strategy takes advantage of the divisions 
within ASEAN to cultivate pro-China sentiments in individual ASEAN member states 
and prevent the formation of a common threat perception.  Should a conflict break out, 
it is uncertain whether ASEAN states will choose to support one another. Even if they 
do so, the lack of a common strategic threat perception to guide their actions entails 
confusion and general ineffectiveness. Furthermore, ASEAN agreements are non-bind-
ing in nature and any future doctrinal developments, should they even be developed, do 
not guarantee cooperation. In that sense, the ASEAN air forces as a fighting unit is less 
than the sum of its parts. When combined with an already widening gulf in resources, 
this weakness highlights growing PLAAF airpower vis-à-vis ASEAN air forces. 

Short of defending an outside air attack on its own, does ASEAN have the capacity to 
serve as a dependable and effective institutional ally of the United States like NATO? 
While the fire power and technology gap between ASEAN air forces and the PLAAF 
or the United States Air Force is significant, ASEAN air power may prove useful when 
combined with external support. The vast number of airfields in ASEAN states also 
provides the United States with an opportunity for power projection beyond aircraft 
carriers and U.S. military bases already established in the Asia Pacific region. However, 
the utility of ASEAN as a potential institutional ally is severely impeded by its disjoint-
edness as a unit. In the foreseeable future, ASEAN is unlikely to become a cohesive 
regional military alliance, and major powers in the region may find it more effective to 
continue to work with individual ASEAN states rather than the entire organization as 
they have in recent decades.  

26  Richard Sokolsky, Angel Rabasa, and Neu Richard, The Role of Southeast Asia in U.S. Strategy 
toward China (RAND Corporation, 2001), 47.
27  Sokolsky, Rabasa, and Richard, The Role of Southeast Asia in U.S. Strategy toward China, 46.
28  Yazhou Liu, “The Grand National Strategy,” Chinese Law and Government 40, no. 2 (March-April 
2007): 35.
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Chinese Nationalism and Neo-Maoism
An interview with Jude Blanchette

China’s increasing assertiveness on the international stage has been accompanied by a 
rising tide of popular nationalism, which finds its clearest expression in social media. 
However, Chinese nationalism is not monolithic. The term enfolds distinct groups 
with diverse politics. To understand the complexity of Chinese nationalism, the Journal 
invited Jude Blanchette, the Freeman Chair in China Studies at the Center for Strategic 
and International Studies (CSIS), to share his insights on neo-Maoism and the state 
of leftist politics in China. 

Journal: How did you become interested in China and what led you to focus on the 
neo-Maoist movement?

Blanchette: I first became interested in China as an undergraduate student, when I had 
to choose a place to study abroad. I chose China on a lark, but it was one of the best 
decisions I have ever made. I spent a year there from 2001 to 2002 studying Chinese.

My focus on the neo-Maoist movement began in 2011, when Bo Xilai was the party 
secretary in Chongqing. He had started this movement of red revivalism, which had 
the “Sing Red, Strike Black” campaign, and I noticed groups of younger online neti-
zens [on neo-Maoist] websites, celebrating not only Bo Xilai’s campaign, but [also] 
openly supporting Mao Zedong. They were historical revisionists who were looking at 
issues that I thought were well-settled, like the Great Leap Forward and the Cultural 
Revolution, and saying, “actually, things were not that bad.” I just thought this defied so 
much of what I thought about China. I thought [China] was apolitical, that everyone 
is just focused on economic livelihoods, that they had given up on politics. [Yet] in the 
year 2011 [there were] people celebrating a figure that I thought, as an American, was 
like Hitler or Stalin.

Journal: Can you situate neo-Maoism within the wider context of leftist politics in 
China?

Blanchette: Neo-Maoism is a strain of leftist politics. There is a spectrum of various 
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leftist diagnoses of problems in China, and one of the more famous ones is the New 
Left, which includes figures like Wang Hui and Wang Shaoguang. 

Neo-Maoism is a more conservative, more statist, leftist political perspective. There are 
also leftists who are anarchists. So I would say this is a very conservative statist version of 
leftism. Unfortunately, it is one of the only versions of leftism that is allowed in China. 
These have to be state-supporting versions of leftism, not radical critiques of China’s 
political economy.

Journal: What are some key insights you present in your recent book, China’s New Red 
Guards: The Return of Radicalism and the Rebirth of Mao Zedong? What are the implica-
tions for neo-Maoism today? Is the movement still active?

Blanchette: There is only one core insight for me, which is that political debate is still 
very much alive in authoritarian China. Even though we look at China as being fairly 
quiet or monolithic politically and [assume] that everything political comes from the 
Chinese Communist Party, [my research] was a reminder to me that underneath that 
exterior of stability is a roiling debate about the future of China. That is very natural, that 
is what happens in every country. I think I had just assumed after the 1989 Tiananmen 
Square protests, especially after 1992 when Deng Xiaoping tells everyone, “we are done 
debating,” that the debate ended, but in fact it was very much alive. So, that is the most 
important insight I take out of the book. 

I do not actually think [neo-Maoists have] much of an implication for China because 
the movement has really shifted in its importance over the past several years. It has 
been caught up, like so many other civil society movements, in the general crackdown 
on the public square. Neo-Maoism, as an organized movement, does not mean nearly 
as much as it did during its peak under Bo Xilai, when we thought this was actually a 
shadow government being built. The ideas that neo-Maoists represent, however, are very 
important. Neo-Maoists are essentially the visible manifestation of a set of beliefs, and 
those beliefs, in many ways, are shared by the current leader, Xi Jinping, who is [more 
open in supporting] China’s past. As Xi Jinping said, “we cannot negate the Mao-era, 
and we cannot negate the Deng Xiaoping-era, they are both part of our story.” 

For a long time it had seemed like the General Secretary or the party leadership wanted 
to ignore the Mao era. It was an inconvenience; it was something dangerous you had to 
deal with. Xi Jinping is much more comfortable trying to promote certain elements of 
the Mao period. Not all elements, but certain elements of it. I think there is much in Xi 
Jinping, in how he articulates his world view, the role he sees for the Chinese Communist 
Party, and the role he sees for the state economy, that many neo-Maoists would support. 
So I think the types of ideas that neo-Maoists represent is still very important and alive, 
even if, as an organized movement, [they] have lost some of that import.

Journal: Are there any other examples of grassroots expressions of ideas like those that 
animate neo-Maoists? 
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Blanchette: The best example of this is student Marxist groups, which have of course 
had a difficult time, but were organic expressions of what I would say is Marxist class 
analysis on China. For a country which is nominally socialist, communist, and Marxist, 
[class analysis and diagnosis] this is exactly how you would expect students to think of 
the world.

Obviously, the movement has been shut down. But again, that is another indication 
that this is going to be a recurring theme in China. You will always see individuals rise 
up to try to help their fellow citizens, in this case, through bringing to bear Marxist 
analysis on deep structural problems. But also, as Deng Xiaoping said, the real danger 
for the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) is on the left. These are the individuals who 
can challenge the Party on its own ideological grounds. So, I think we are going to 
continue to see that this be a problem. 

Journal: In your book, you mention that after the 1989 Tiananmen Square protests, 
China launched a massive patriotic education campaign aiming to inculcate Chinese 
youth with national pride and party loyalty. Given this historical precedent, do you 
believe it is possible to rebrand nationalism and a patriotic education curriculum for 
the youth in Hong Kong?

Blanchette: Yes and no, unhelpfully. I think the premise of the question is, Hong Kong 
youth are really quite savvy, and is any of [this propaganda] going to stick? I would say 
that Chinese youths in the early 1990s were also very savvy. They were not stupid. They 
were not brainwashed. They had just come through a decade of pretty remarkable levels 
of cultural openness and awakening. You watch something like He Shang [River Elegy, 
a 1988 Chinese documentary critical of Chinese traditional culture] and you can see 
the extraordinary sophistication with thinking about China and its place in the world, 
but patriotic education still had an impact. 

Patriotic education does not necessarily mean that you completely buy what [the Chinese 
authorities are saying]. It essentially gives citizens a reference point for what is safe; 
the permissible bounds of discussion. In that case, it is very successful. It demarcates 
acceptable from non-acceptable. If you put in place a patriotic education campaign in 
Hong Kong, undeniably you would see an erosion, eradication, or constriction of the 
public square. There would be a more limited set of ideas which would be discussed. 
The Chinese Communist Party has been very clear about what is “correct historical 
interpretation.” That is why in 1981, they came out with a historical resolution. It was 
essentially to say to everybody that there is no need for debate, this is the correct line. 
You can discuss history around this correct line, but this is the right line. So I think it 
would be to some extent effective.

Journal: Do you think patriotic education campaigns would be successful in Hong 
Kong today given that the 2012 protests were sparked by Beijing’s efforts to change the 
syllabus? Does Beijing still have a chance to do it again?
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Blanchette: Yes, I do think so. The first patriotic education [campaign] went into effect 
after the 1989 Tiananmen Square protests. That was not a particularly peaceful time 
either. You had a broad swath of Chinese society that had just come from a really trau-
matic period where they were expressing great dissatisfaction with the level of political 
and economic control the party put in place. This is precisely why the party felt that the 
patriotic education campaign was so important. 

In terms of effectiveness, will we find that in a year the whole of Hong Kong starts 
following the party line? No. Of course not, but I do not think that is the only definition 
we should have for success. Now there is a tactical issue, which is if I were the Chinese 
Communist Party, would I put into place a patriotic education campaign right now? The 
answer is no. However, there is undoubtedly a pretty firm decision in Beijing that we 
have lost the Hong Kong youths. And just like they lost the students after 1989, what 
did the CCP start doing? Every freshman at Fudan University and Peking University 
had to go through a year of military training. Do not underestimate the CCP. 

Journal: Is there a way in which the Chinese Communist Party could encourage a more 
inclusive form of nationalism?   

Blanchette: No. I think Hong Kong nationalism could very easily take hold. It is taking 
hold. It is exactly what the CCP does not want. Could you get Hong Kongers to have 
more mainland nationalism? That is a very tough proposition. I think all the evidence 
indicates you cannot. You can probably get some amount of Hong Kong people to 
pretend like they believe mainland nationalism. Xi Jinping tries to do this when he talks 
about the sons and daughters of Greater China. But, this is a political question. I think 
Hong Kong has clearly turned down Beijing’s political offer. 

Journal: Many scholars believe that Xi Jinping has invoked nationalism to further 
consolidate control of the Chinese Communist Party over the state. What are the defin-
ing characteristics of the nationalism that Xi propagates, and how does he express it?

Blanchette: Nationalism takes many forms. It does not have to be nationalism that 
conforms to a specific bureaucratic political arrangement. In Xi Jinping’s case this is a 
very specific form of nationalism, and its first concentric circle is about the CCP. Nation-
alism equates to support for the party. [Xi’s nationalism] puts the party first before you 
get to any abstract notions like language, blood, and territory, which are many of the 
inputs for nationalism elsewhere.

But you do see Xi talk about a broader sense of Chinese nationalism. He talks about 
the five thousand years of Chinese history. You do see some nationalist language around 
Hanfu [traditional Han Chinese dress]. There are some elements that are permissible 
which support the party, but are tapping into building this greater idea of Chinese iden-
tity, Zhonghua identity. This is very specific to certain currents of Chinese history and 
Confucianism. I think the bounds of nationalism are expanding under Xi in increasing 
concentric circles, but the very nexus of this is inseparable from support for the CCP. 



Volume 6 | 2020 [97]

  Blanchette | Chinese Nationalism and Neo-Maoism

It is not nation first and then the party –it is party first.
  
Journal: Recently, Chinese nationalism has been framed within a major shift in the 
political rhetoric towards Japan. For example, articles praising Japan have been published 
in Global Times, while anti-Japanese TV shows are no longer broadcasted. Do you believe 
there is an underlying political strategy for this sudden shift?

Blanchette: Yes, Xi Jinping is going to Tokyo. We do not know if this is a temporary 
shift. Certainly, the proximate causes are, we have a visit coming up but we are having 
a visit because Japan is strengthening its communication with the United States on 
competition with China. There is a discussion going on in China about rethinking some 
of the relationships that were a bit fractious; for instance, what were we getting from 
tension with Japan? We were giving up a lot by whipping up nationalism and there was 
some political benefit to that, but was it worth the tradeoff? I think Beijing looking 
down the road of this now brewing competition with the United States saw that even 
at the margin of having a better relationship with Japan would pay some significant 
dividends. That is what I would say is the underlying political strategy. I do not think 
that Xi Jinping has suddenly changed his view on Japan. Historical fault lines are still 
there, but as anyone who has studied the relationship can see, fault lines have been able 
to be papered over when it is good for both countries.

Journal: How does nationalism in China and in the United States affect bilateral rela-
tions? Does it limit the room for compromise or are nationalist appeals intended only 
for domestic audiences?

Blanchette: It greatly affects relations. As you say, it limits the room for compromise. The 
question, however, assumes that nationalism is a thing given from the top down. Nation-
alism by definition is for a domestic audience and it does not need much stoking from the 
U.S. government or China. We are naturally tribal people. I think after the experience of 
the Cold War, and China still having something called the Chinese Communist Party 
combined with the concerns that many Americans have with globalization, many people 
believe that trade with China was a zero-sum for a lot of U.S. workers. The question for 
me would be, how should the American and Chinese government manage nationalism, 
because I think it is a quite natural phenomenon and both countries will need to nuance 
how domestic constituencies think of the other. Nationalism does undeniably make it 
harder for compromise if you have a whipped-up population.



[98] Georgetown Journal of Asian Affairs

Interviews

Jude Blanchette holds the Freeman Chair in China Studies at the Center for Strategic and 
International Studies (CSIS). His book, China’s New Red Guards: The Return of Radicalism 
and the Rebirth of Mao Zedong, was published by Oxford University Press in 2019. Blanchette 
is a public intellectual fellow at the National Committee on United States-China Relations and 
serves on the board of the American Mandarin Society. He is also a senior advisor at Crumpton 
Group, a geopolitical risk advisory based in Arlington, Virginia. He holds an M.A. in modern 
Chinese studies from the University of Oxford and a B.A. in economics from Loyola University 
in Maryland.



Volume 6 | 2020 [99]

Weiss | Chinese Foreign Policy and U.S.-China Relations

Chinese Foreign Policy and U.S.-China Relations
An interview with Jessica Chen Weiss

In recent years, U.S.-China relations have deteriorated due to tensions over trade, intel-
lectual property rights, and protests in Hong Kong. These building tensions have sparked 
concerns that the two countries are entering into a strategic competition reminiscent of 
the Cold War era. To understand the direction of Chinese foreign policy and U.S-China 
relations, the Journal sat down with Jessica Chen Weiss, Associate Professor of Govern-
ment at Cornell University and author of Powerful Patriots: Nationalist Protest in China’s 
Foreign Relations. Dr. Weiss also spoke about her current research on the influence of 
domestic politics on China’s intentions toward the international order. 

Journal: We’ve observed many developments in the U.S.-China relationship since you 
last wrote for the Journal in 2017. Can you comment on the focus of your book-in-
progress, Autocracy’s Ascent: The Domestic Politics of China’s Global Interests and Influence?

Weiss: The focus of my current research is to look at the impact of Chinese domestic poli-
tics on China’s intentions toward the international order. More generally, it is concerned 
with how we should think about the directions and variation in China’s foreign policy. 

I think there is a growing concern that the United States and China are entering a period 
that might be analogous to the Cold War, fueled by ideological competition, and [some] 
see China as posing a dire threat to the U.S.-led order and democracy worldwide. In my 
view, these fears get the challenge from Beijing wrong. [I believe] that China has been 
engaged in a defensive ideological battle, focused on preserving Chinese Communist 
Party (CCP) rule at home. If China is not fighting a global ideological battle, I think 
we need to turn to the domestic drivers of Chinese foreign policy. 

I focus in particular on what I see as two dimensions [of foreign policy]: centrality and 
heterogeneity. Centrality refers to the three pillars of legitimacy that CCP rule rests on: 
nationalism, growth, and public security at home. But it is also important to recognize 
that China is not a monolith, and that there is a great deal of heterogeneity within the 
Chinese state, and that these two dimensions help us understand China’s willingness 
to show flexibility in its international approach to global governance and international 



[100] Georgetown Journal of Asian Affairs

Interviews

pressure, as well as the times in which it is much more inflexible and resistant, when 
foreign pressure may even backfire. 

On issues that are central to the Chinese government’s legitimacy in one of these three 
pillars, my argument is that China is much more likely to invest heavily in, and insist 
rigidly on its own preferences. However, there can still be room for compromise even on 
those central issues if there are trade-offs between nationalism and growth, or between 
public security–even within public security, there can be trade-offs. This framework helps 
us understand, for example, shifts from China’s recalcitrance on global efforts to combat 
climate change, to its rapid investment in efforts leading that fight. 

This variation in Chinese behavior cannot be understood within the simple framework 
of China is either a revisionist or a country that is simply integrating peacefully into the 
international order. Overall, I would say that my assessment is somewhere in between 
these views of China as either a revisionist or a pure stakeholder. I would describe China 
as a disgruntled stakeholder. There are aspects of the international order that China is 
happy to accommodate, and others where we are likely to see China’s growing influence 
having a very negative impact on those existing elements. I will apply the framework 
to three different areas, one being global governance, the second, security dynamics in 
the Asia-Pacific, and the third, the question of the spread of autocracy and democratic 
backsliding. 

Journal: What is your analysis on the dynamic between the Chinese government and 
domestic public opinion? How do you go about researching this dynamic given the 
opaque nature of Chinese government policy formulation?

Weiss: The question of how much public opinion influences Chinese foreign policy is 
very challenging for precisely this reason: the opacity of Chinese government policy-
making. That said, we can still study how the Chinese government has managed public 
opinion and draw inferences about the pressure that the government faces from public 
opinion. That is different from identifying cases in which public opinion was decisive, 
but I think it helps us understand one of the factors that the Chinese government has to 
consider in its decision-making. One of the ways to do so is through qualitative process 
tracing and a careful examination of different episodes over time. 

In my first book, Powerful Patriots, I looked at how the Chinese government managed 
nationalist protests and argued that because the Chinese government has repressed 
nationalist protests more often than it has allowed them, the government is not always 
constrained by public opinion. At the same time, I document through interviews with 
activists how the government’s efforts to oppress nationalist mobilization are still costly 
because of the resentment that those efforts generate amongst this nationalist group of 
citizens. Another way to look at this dynamic, and one that I have increasingly used in 
my research, is to use surveys and survey experiments. Surveys give us more systematic 
insight into what Chinese citizens as well as online netizens think, and survey experi-
ments have the ability to embed randomly assigned vignettes to see how, for example, 
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the government’s use of propaganda can affect how citizens think about and react to 
international disputes. 

Journal: In your previous piece for our Journal in 2017, you described the tensions 
underlying U.S.-China relations at the outset of the Trump presidency. Since then, 
U.S.-China relations have plummeted to their lowest point in recent years. However, 
we have not seen mass nationalist protests like those after the bombing of the Chinese 
embassy in Belgrade in 1999. In your opinion, what explains this quiescence?

Weiss: There are a lot of factors that might explain why we have not seen any anti-for-
eign demonstrations. One explanation is that nationalist attitudes have disappeared. 
That is clearly not the case; there have been many attempted protests against foreign 
targets, not necessarily just the United States, but also South Korea, Vietnam, and the 
Philippines–yet in each of these cases, the government has stepped in to prevent them 
from becoming larger or gathering widespread appeal. What might explain this differ-
ence here are some of the same factors that distinguish the Xi Jinping era from prior 
periods in Chinese politics.

I think the most important of these is the increased role of the state in all facets of 
Chinese politics, whether it is the economy or, in this case, taking the lead in using 
nationalism as a diplomatic tool to coerce foreign states. Under Xi, we have seen much 
greater willingness to use economic leverage and coordinated efforts to, for example, 
suspend group tourist visits to Taiwan or other places as a way of signaling quite strongly 
the Chinese government’s displeasure. It is not out of the realm of possibility that there 
will again be nationalist protests like those that followed the embassy bombing in 1999. 

I think with the recent NBA controversy, you saw the beginnings of what could have 
been anti-American protests, but the Chinese government stepped in again to shut 
those down. They may have shut them down because they assessed the risks of unrest 
would be too great, but they may have also stepped in because they felt that the point 
had been made and there was no additional benefit to China’s objectives in allowing 
further demonstrations of anti-American sentiment. I think this is another illustration 
of the state’s role in facilitating the spread of domestic Chinese outrage against a foreign 
target. The initial outrage against the NBA General Manager’s statement was on a 
foreign, international platform, Twitter, which is blocked inside China. This news was 
something the Chinese government could have suppressed from circulating in China; 
instead, it shone a spotlight on this. The Chinese government essentially gave Chinese 
nationalists a very large megaphone to express their anger. But when things continued 
to develop, they stepped in after about a week to prevent any protests from taking place. 

Journal: In your recent article, “Authoritarian Audiences, Rhetoric, and Propaganda in 
International Crises: Evidence from China,” you point out that during an international 
crisis, aggressive rhetoric from the Chinese government can generate domestic support 
even if no concrete action is taken. However, the Chinese government’s lack of response 
can also be perceived as cowardice by the Chinese public. Are U.S. policymakers aware 
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of this pattern and do they tailor their responses accordingly?

Weiss: To some extent U.S. policymakers are aware of this. There has long been disagree-
ment over what Chinese rhetoric about “the hurt feelings of the Chinese people” has 
meant. Are Chinese officials bluffing when they use this kind of rhetoric or do they 
really face domestic pressure? I do not think U.S. policymakers have had a consistent 
approach to thinking about this question. What I hear is that the Chinese government’s 
willingness to engage in heated rhetoric and not take tough action can be a strategy the 
government uses to placate domestic audiences, but the long-term effects of this rhet-
oric are still unknown. Does the Chinese government make it harder to compromise in 
the future by building a stronger set of nationalist demands and preferences inside the 
public? I think it also suggests that when the Chinese government does not take action, 
then what they have done is try to minimize the cost they face when foreign actions are 
deemed provocative. Foreign policymakers, including those in the United States, ought 
to be aware that the Chinese government does face domestic pressure when foreign 
actions are deemed provocative, but one of the ways the Chinese government recovers 
domestic support is through what I call “bluster.”

Journal: Since July, protests in Hong Kong have become increasingly violent. The Chinese 
government is taking a harder stance on Hong Kong by framing the situation as riots. 
What are the calculations and goals of the Chinese government and how can Hong 
Kong and the Mainland government resolve this conflict?

Weiss: The Chinese government is essentially afraid that a more democratic Hong 
Kong would not be willing to remain deferential to the ultimate interests of the Chinese 
government in maintaining a unified China, a sovereign China led by the CCP. This is 
fundamentally a difficult problem to resolve because many Hongkongers feel that they 
were promised greater democracy at the time of Hong Kong’s handover to Mainland 
China, but the Chinese government under Xi Jinping has adopted policies that encroach 
further and further on Hongkongers’ sense of autonomy. I think that is the underlying 
political conflict here. I think this may, just like the underlying political divide between 
Taiwan and Mainland China, be very difficult to resolve. 
There is a difference between an actively inflamed situation, with protesters and the 
police engaging in ever more violent acts, and a situation in which these tensions are 
simmering but not out in the open. I think that in some ways the actions of both sides 
have backfired. The Chinese government’s efforts to increase the integration of Hong 
Kong into Mainland China have exacerbated Hongkongers’ fears that their autonomy is 
disappearing and they face an existential threat. Protesters and demonstrators in Hong 
Kong, and even those who were not originally demonstrators but are now supporting 
the demonstrations, have in some ways also exacerbated the Chinese government’s fear 
of separatism. Both sides view this conflict through a very different political lens, which 
is fueling the open conflict that we are seeing.

Journal: Do you think that increased international attention from the United States and 
other democratic nations will positively or negatively affect the situation in Hong Kong? 



Volume 6 | 2020 [103]

Weiss | Chinese Foreign Policy and U.S.-China Relations

Weiss: I think that international attention is a double-edged sword. International atten-
tion is one of the most important restraining devices that the Chinese government 
faces, and one of the reasons that they are not sending in the tanks, which many fear, is 
because of the economic costs that would have for China and its ties to the world. At 
the same time, international support, especially more overt support–there is a difference 
between symbolic support and material support–feeds the concern in Beijing that this 
is the work of foreign “black hands.” I think most foreign governments have stayed 
away from providing this more overt support, precisely because they are aware of this 
dynamic. But that has not been enough to reassure the Chinese government, which 
continues to put out this framing because it serves their own domestic purposes. They 
can ignore the demands and paint these protests as illegitimate, and in doing so, they 
rally the domestic public behind them. So there are, unfortunately, incentives on both 
sides to resist coming to any kind of compromise.

Journal: You have previously written about Chinese foreign policy-making “making the 
world safe for autocracy.” Based on these developments, how can future U.S. administra-
tions more effectively engage with China while maintaining a commitment to human 
rights and democratic principles?

Weiss: I think the most important thing is that future U.S. administrations set a better 
example, starting at home. Lecturing China about what [values] it needs to uphold while 
engaging in problematic behavior ourselves gives us little moral high ground. It is also 
the principled way to recognize that the United States has limited leverage on these 
issues, but nevertheless, we can show other countries that the United States stands for 
something different and give other countries a real choice of which model of political 
governance and international leadership is more attractive. 
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Racial Politics and Policymaking in East Asian Democracies
An interview with Erin Aeran Chung

The East Asian democracies of Japan, South Korea, and Taiwan are facing an unprec-
edented demographic crisis of low birth rates combined with aging populations. Poli-
cymakers have a difficult choice: reform their current immigration policies to allow 
the influx of foreigners or risk continued demographic decline. To better understand 
how racial politics affect immigration policymaking and integration among East Asian 
democracies, the Journal spoke with Dr. Erin Aeran Chung, Professor of East Asian 
Politics at Johns Hopkins University. Dr. Chung also spoke about her forthcoming book 
Immigrant Incorporation in East Asian Democracies.

Journal: Your research focuses on discrimination, incorporation, and the experiences 
of minorities in East Asian democracies. How did you become interested in this field?

Chung: I became interested when I was doing my Master’s degree at the University 
of Washington in Seattle. At that time, I was looking at the colonial origins of South 
Korea’s political economy. I was examining the experiences that colonial subjects had 
and the experiences of Koreans in Japan. During my time in graduate school, I was in 
Korea when the Los Angeles Uprisings occurred in 1992. I was watching the broadcast 
in Korean about what was going on in Los Angeles and what was really fascinating to 
me was that much of the depiction of the African American community was based on a 
whole host of stereotypes. The dominant narrative was that Koreans were being targeted 
because African Americans were jealous of Korean American success. The Korean media 
was characterizing many members of the African American community as lazy and 
played off of many other deeply rooted racist stereotypes about these communities. 
I had been spending a considerable amount of time reading about the ways in which 
imperial Japanese authorities had been characterizing Koreans also as lazy, as being 
potential looters during the 1923 earthquake in Japan, and as unwilling to work. These 
stereotypes were coming up in Korea about African Americans.

Based on my own experience as a Korean American, I saw many patterns of racial 
discrimination and problems that were familiar to me as a minority in the United States. 
So, I became more interested in examining the similarities and differences in terms of 
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patterns of discrimination and immigrant incorporation between the United States and 
Japan. These experiences are what brought me into this field.

Journal: Are there similarities between forms of racism within East Asia and the United 
States? Are there any misconceptions or false parallels between the experience of racism 
in the United States and the experience in Japan or Korea?

Chung: I think that we can characterize many of the patterns of prejudice that we see 
in Japan and Korea as experiences of racism because they are based on ascriptive criteria. 
These patterns often involve the state institutionalizing forms of discrimination, which 
translate into highly discriminatory practices in everyday life. In many ways, there are 
these parallels that marginalized communities face in the United States and these East 
Asian countries.

One of the central differences is that in the United States discrimination is often centered 
on phenotype. However, in Japan and Korea it is often focused on alienage and foreign 
nationality. For example, in recent years, Japanese citizens have discussed the dangers and 
benefits of diversity with a focus not on phenotypically different populations, but rather 
on co-ethnic Japanese immigrants. The Nikkei [members of the Japanese diaspora] have 
been the focus of how Japan is becoming more and more diverse. In the United States, 
it would blow people’s minds that Japanese discriminate against other Japanese. Even 
in Germany, people are surprised about Japanese intra-ethnic racism, because Germany 
has enacted policies that have welcomed co-ethnic immigrants of common descent with 
open arms. In Japan, nationality is the distinguishing characteristic between populations. 
So I think that the false parallel is that racism is all about skin color. We need to look 
further at the actual patterns of racism, which involve not just day-to-day interactions, 
but also the government policies and power that make these forms of discrimination 
actually matter. We also need to focus on the consequences of discrimination and how 
racism can emerge in a number of different forms that go well beyond skin color.

Journal: Some East Asian democracies have developed legislation for the integration of 
immigrants within their societies. What do you see as the main parallels and differences 
between these policies and visions? How has the public reacted to these policies?

Chung: What is ironic, is that even as multiculturalism has been pronounced as a failure 
in countries like Germany, Australia, and sometimes even in Canada, the term “multi-
culturalism” has become very popular among policy makers and the public in East Asian 
democracies. Within each of these societies, the focus has not been on the diversity of 
the Korean populace or the Japanese populace, but rather diversification as the result of 
the arrival of recent immigrants or different types of immigrants.
The kinds of policies that we see are quite different from what you might expect, in that 
they target specific subcategories of migrants. One example of this is migrant women 
who are married to native men. The rights that have been institutionalized and the 
programs that have been created for those subcategories of migrants are not necessarily 
universal or even accessible by other migrant groups. If anything, they have tended to 
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create hierarchies of noncitizens and widened the gaps between some migrants, such 
as migrant women– so-called marriage migrants– and other migrants like migrant 
workers. These distinctions have become institutionalized, for example, in Korea with 
visa categories. Even the term “immigrant incorporation,” I would argue, has become 
contained within the visa categories. Some immigrants, such as migrant workers, may 
be considered incorporated when they reach a legal status, whereas marriage migrants 
would be incorporated when they become good Korean wives. 

Journal: Your previous research has examined the presence of Korean schools in Japan. 
What role do social institutions such as the education system play in shaping racial 
dynamics in East Asia?

Chung: I think the social institutions and the education system have largely tried to 
correct the misconceptions that you see in each of these societies. In earlier years, the 
focus was mostly on integrating and assimilating the migrant population, as well as 
their children. The primary concern was about social stability. But in more recent years, 
there have been more efforts to institute “multicultural education” as well, which would 
benefit not just the particular children of migrants, but also the larger Korean and 
Japanese student bodies. What is more significant is that the focus has not just been 
Korean and Japanese language instruction for these children, but also teaching them 
their native tongues. So, it is very similar to bilingual education in the United States. I 
think that has had a positive impact on making it normal; that children should know 
more than one language. Thus, multiculturalism could be seen as a positive thing that 
has been contributing to society.

Of course, there are some limitations as well. In Korea’s case, “multicultural children” is 
a term specifically reserved for children who have Southeast Asian or Chinese mothers 
and Korean fathers. That term does not include bicultural children with a black father, for 
example. They are considered to be completely different categories. Significant resources 
have been applied for integrating and helping the so-called “multicultural children.” 
During my interviews, a number of migrant women and their children would say that 
they are passing as Korean. However, as schools began identifying them as multicultural 
children, they were targeted, and sometimes even bullied, by their classmates because 
they were no longer able to pass as being Korean and  [they were perceived as] receiving 
special privileges. Sometimes there are certain accusations that they were admitted to 
specific schools because of affirmative action programs. So, it has had a deleterious effect 
for some of the individual children because it is a top-down model where the national 
government has devised programs that had been implemented to varying degrees at the 
local level. Many times, in rural areas, those officials and volunteers are not necessarily 
well trained. Basically, they use a thumb [when implementing integration policies] when 
a finger would be more appropriate. It is a very delicate balance between helping versus 
hindering the development of these children in the school system.
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Journal: Earlier this year, you published an article titled “Creating Hierarchies of Noncit-
izens: Race, Gender, and Visa Categories in South Korea.” What explains what you call 
the “hierarchy of non-citizens” in Japan and South Korea? Why are certain foreigners 
treated differently from others?

Chung: In Korea’s case, I argue that visa categories have actually institutionalized the 
ascriptive criteria that are associated with particular migrants with the rights and legal 
status that they hold. The rights that are granted to some migrant sub-categories are 
not necessarily accessible to others. In Korea’s case, the visa categories themselves have 
been the basis for certain types of rights, like the right to permanent residency, the right 
to naturalize as Korean, and even the right to long-term residency.

The problem with that model is that because it is based on ascription or a particular type 
of skill that is desired, whether it is a visa for a migrant worker or a marriage migrant, if 
the individual is divorced or injured during the job, for example, they lose those rights 
and they lose that status. For example, some of the Korean-Chinese migrants [ethnic 
Koreans from China] that I interviewed in Korea told me that they were in Korea as 
migrant workers, but they were not able to stay as long-term residents because their 
visas would have expired. There was no other path for them to stay in Korea or to reside 
in Korea for a longer period of time. So, in some cases, they naturalized because there 
was no other option available to them. As ethnic Koreans from China who were above 
a certain age, they were eligible for naturalization. However, they did not really want to 
naturalize, they did not want to lose their Chinese nationality, but they felt that was the 
only way they could be legal residents. They were also getting too old to work so they felt 
like that was a forced choice. Others have said that they have married Korean nationals 
because that was the only path that was available to them to reside in Korea indefinitely.
The same would go for Japan but it is a very different situation, where you have a popula-
tion of native-born, largely Korean residents known as Zainichi Koreans [ethnic Koreans 
living in Japan], who are now going into the sixth generation. Those are six generations 
of ethnic Koreans who have, in many cases, never been to Korea and whose parents, 
grandparents, great grandparents, and so on, have only been in Japan. And yet they are 
still foreign nationals. Because of that they have, in many ways, more social and political 
capital than other noncitizens. Since they have been in Japan longer, they have engaged 
in what I have called a “noncitizen civil rights movement.” In the 1960s through the 
1970s, they demanded rights based on their status as permanent non-national members 
of their local societies. They were very successful in removing nationality requirements 
for access to health insurance, unemployment benefits, housing assistance, and even 
public sector jobs. So you have this category of native-born generations of foreign 
residents who are Japanese in almost every way and have basically the same rights as 
Japanese except for in the political sphere, where they do not have voting rights. Then 
you have the more recent immigrants, who, if they are legal residents, have the same 
eligibility for social welfare benefits and other institutionalized rights. But because they 
are recent immigrants, they do not have access to the same services and opportunities 
that longer-term residents have had. This has also created hierarchies based on length 
of residency and community, which has created a big divide between the more recent 
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immigrants, who are now called “newcomers,” and the older, native-born residents, who 
are now called “oldcomers.”

Journal: Recently, mixed-race Japanese people have gained a lot of media attention, like 
tennis player Naomi Osaka. How are mixed-race people perceived within their commu-
nities? How is national identity influenced by the growing presence and integration of 
a foreign population in East Asia?

Chung: This case is very interesting because when we talk about mixed-raced people, 
there are hierarchies among them too. In Korea’s case, mixed-race people are distin-
guished between bicultural children who have Southeast Asian mothers and Korean 
fathers versus an older generation of bicultural children who had black or white fathers 
and Korean mothers. The former are called “multicultural children” but the latter are called 
“mixed-race children.” These groups are not eligible for the same social programs. I think 
the aggressive campaigns by the Korean government to try to incorporate multicultural 
children has changed perceptions that Korea is an ethnically homogeneous society and 
has pushed people to be more open-minded about who a Korean is. This is largely due 
to the demographic crisis in Korea, which has made some of the migrant children and 
women be seen as somewhat heroic. Some bureaucrats have even said that migrant 
women who have come to Korea to produce babies are patriotic, even more patriotic 
than native Korean women who are portrayed as selfishly not getting married and not 
having children, and instead pursuing their careers. In some rural communities, the “Most 
Filial Daughter-in-Law” award has been reconstructed just for these migrant women. 
So, I think that there is an increasing acceptance that it is inevitable that there are going 
to be more and more ethnically heterogeneous members of the Korean populace, but it 
is only for this segment of [“multicultural children” with Korean fathers and Southeast 
Asian mothers]. 

In Japan’s case, there is a more narrow perception of what being Japanese means. There 
is an increasing distinction made between co-ethnic Japanese Nikkei immigrants who 
are Peruvian and Brazilian versus Japanese nationals. In more recent years, there was a 
change to Japan’s nationality law for bicultural children. In this case, it was a lawsuit that 
was brought by Filipina women who had divorced or had children out of wedlock with 
Japanese men. The children were not recognized as being Japanese nationals because 
Japan at the time had what was called a “fetus recognition system,” in which the Japanese 
father had to recognize the baby in the womb before the baby was born in order for 
the baby to become a Japanese national. The women brought the case to court and the 
Supreme Court ruled that the descent-based principle that forms the basis for Japa-
nese-citizenship policies was being applied unfairly to these children. In many ways, 
this decision made blood lineage more literal. Japanese nationality is determined by the 
passive transmission of blood as opposed to even co-ethnicity. The Nikkei immigrants 
are actually not eligible for automatic citizenship as you might see in other countries 
with ethnic citizenship regimes. The Nikkei have to go through the same process of 
naturalization as any other immigrant group in order to become a Japanese national. 
Even though ethnic preferences are applied to immigration policies for the Nikkei, that 
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doesn’t apply to citizenship. This really says something about how a Japanese citizen 
is defined and how that category remains extremely closed even to co-ethnic Japanese 
immigrants.

Journal: In your forthcoming book Immigrant Incorporation in East Asian Democracies, 
you describe how immigration trends in Japan, Korea, and Taiwan differ from historical 
patterns in the West that have resulted in liberal migration states. In what ways are 
the trajectories of immigration to these East Asian democracies different from those 
of developed Western countries? What outcomes can we expect from these different 
trajectories?

Chung: I disagree with the theory that there is an inevitable convergence toward a 
particular model that looks a lot like Western Europe and North America. I also disagree 
that more and more states are recognizing that there is a need to open borders more 
and a need to grant institutionalized rights to migrant populations. Obviously, this 
argument has been on hold for the last couple of years and questioned quite a bit. The 
idea was that, as a result of the so-called democratic revolution of the 1960’s and then 
as a result of international norms and the rise of supranational organizations, more and 
more states were liberalizing both their immigration and citizenship policies. This is 
one of the reasons why East Asian democracies were considered to be negative cases of 
immigration, because given their levels of development and their relationships to other 
Asian countries for example, their levels of immigration are actually quite low. Foreign 
residents make up between two to four percent of the total population in Japan, Korea, 
and Taiwan. So that is a lot smaller than the average ten to fifteen percent that we see 
in Europe, for example. 

I argue that it is not inevitable that East Asian democracies are going to converge like 
their Western liberal counterparts, in large part because they’ve been on a different 
trajectory altogether. It is not [that] immigration is new necessarily to all three countries. 
All three countries have long immigration histories. Japan is an anomaly among former 
imperial powers in that most of its immigration occurred during its colonial period rather 
than after. In fact, by the end of World War II in 1945, Japan already had over two million 
former colonial subjects within the metropole. This is very different from other former 
imperial powers that experienced heightened immigration from former colonies  after 
World War II. Japan was dealing with immigrant incorporation well before its European 
counterparts. South Korea also has five generations of Chinese residents, who have 
settled in Korea since 1882, known as the hwagyo and who are now mostly Taiwanese 
nationals. Taiwan also espoused itself to be a country of immigration. Although it does 
have a very long immigration history, much of that “country of immigration” rhetoric is 
tied to Mainland Chinese immigrants in the 1945 to 1949 period. I think it is a mistake 
to think that firstly, Japan, Korea, and Taiwan are recent countries of immigration that 
are going to eventually become like traditional countries of immigration. 

Secondly, we have to acknowledge that the model that we are seeing in Japan, Korea, 
and Taiwan look a lot less like what we see in Western Europe and North America, 
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and much more like what we see in Singapore. It is what I call a developmental type 
of migration regime rather than the liberal migration regime. It is based on valuing 
migrant labor according to the specific contributions they make to the economy, and it 
is really centered on temporariness. Essentially, they are seen as permanently temporary 
populations. This process is very cyclical in that these populations are expected to go 
back to their home countries and then come back at a certain point rather than settle. 
Basically, this is what I call immigration policy without immigrants. All three coun-
tries do not use the term “immigrant” to refer to their foreign populations. They are 
referred to as “migrants” or “migrant workers” or “foreign residents,” but very rarely as 
“immigrants.” Even with the new policy change that we’re seeing in Japan, which was 
instituted earlier this year, the Abe administration has explicitly said that this is not an 
immigration policy and that these migrant workers are not immigrants. The fact is that 
all three countries are operating on a guest worker model. This is a guest worker model 
that has failed elsewhere, especially in Western Europe. The idea that they are creating 
these guest worker programs that have failed elsewhere tells us something about what 
kind of immigration model this is. It is not learning from what happened in Western 
Europe and North America. Rather, it is figuring out a way to create this program or 
system that selectively allows for some migrants to become permanent settlers and poten-
tially citizens, but the vast majority will be permanently foreign, whether as permanent 
foreign residents, permanently deportable, or permanently temporary.
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Clientalism, Institutional Change, and Civil Society Activism in Malaysia
An Interview with Meredith L. Weiss

In Malaysia’s 2018 general election, voters rejected the incumbent Barisan Nasional 
coalition (BN) in favor of the opposition Pakatan Harapan (PH) and its controversial 
leader, former Prime Minister Mahathir bin Mohamad. This was the first transition of 
power since the country gained independence in 1957. To understand the changing 
direction of Malaysian politics, the Journal sat down with Meredith Weiss, Professor and 
Chair of Political Science at SUNY Albany, to discuss clientelism, institutional change, 
and civil society activism. Dr. Weiss also spoke about her forthcoming book, The Roots 
of Resilience: Party Machines and Grassroots Politics in Southeast Asia. 

Journal: What led you to study the political systems of Southeast Asia?

Weiss: It was because of a great undergraduate professor of mine when I was at Rice 
University. He was a Southeast Asian Studies expert, now deceased, named Fred von der 
Mehden. [He] had been working in Southeast Asia since the 1950s, had lived all over 
the region, spent most of his life there, and went back every year through his eighties. 
He told mesmerizing stories about his travels and showed slideshows, still then on a 
slide carousel, of the region. He also finished every class with a Southeast Asian feast 
at his house. He just made Southeast Asia sound fascinating. 

When I started my undergraduate years, I did not know anything about any of the 
countries in the Southeast Asian region. I had always been intrigued by East Asia, 
having been born right around the time of Nixon’s opening with China, when interest 
ticked up in the US. I grew up in the Washington D.C. area, so I always went to the 
Smithsonian, liked the East Asia exhibits, and collected these little knick-knacks from 
Japan. But Southeast Asia was more just a casual interest than something I thought I 
would study. I planned to go to law school to either work on civil liberties or something 
international. When I finally decided to do a Ph.D., it was between women’s literature 
in English, or else Political Science on Western European welfare states or Southeast 
Asian social mobilization, and I decided that Political Science, and the latter topic, is 
so much more fun. 
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Journal: How have your research interests led you to focus on authoritarian acculturation 
in your upcoming book, The Roots of Resilience: Party Machines and Grassroots Politics in 
Southeast Asia? What are some key insights you present in the book?

Weiss: What led me to this book was another project on money politics in Southeast 
Asia. That is a collaborative, multi-year project on Malaysia, Indonesia, and the Phil-
ippines, with a little bit on Timor Leste, Singapore, and Thailand to supplement. That 
book looks at types of networks and patronage that political parties or politicians might 
distribute and the ways they vary across institutional and cultural contexts. The initial 
product from that project was a volume I edited called Electoral Dynamics in Malaysia: 
Findings From the Grassroots. It was more of a research effort around the 2013 Malaysian 
elections. One theme emerged from all the contributions. We had around sixty researchers 
on the ground in Malaysia during the election doing research and what they saw was 
the ubiquity of the personal touch. Personal outreaches by candidates among voters 
cut across parties and places. That really intrigued me because it is not something we 
expect to see in a place where we assume a party would focus much more on building 
the party rather than developing a connection between individual candidates and voters. 
So I started to delve more deeply into that and realized that there was an interesting 
contrast with Singapore.  

The basic idea I developed as “authoritarian acculturation” is that when you have one 
party, a dominant party that establishes and maintains an electoral authoritarian system 
for the course of decades, that changes the habits of participation and expectations of 
politicians. It changes the nature of internal linkages between politicians and citizens, 
and it also changes what people look for in political representation. That is [what] I call 
“authoritarian acculturation,” and it actually shifts the political culture. The upshot of 
that is even opposition parties learn to adapt over the course of years. They may start 
with a different ideological premise and they may genuinely want a different sort of 
politics that is less focused on, for instance, small handouts and attending weddings, 
and more on policymaking, but it is impossible to get elected that way if people expect 
that you will do all of these [personal] things to show you are caring and you are a good 
person. We know that aspect of politicking is ubiquitous across polities. There are many 
interesting recent works, on China for instance, that suggest that even when there is 
no need to cultivate electoral support, you still find this disproportionate, unexpected 
constituency service. So I am really trying to explain why that happens, and what it 
means for long-term democratization.

Journal: Do you think civil society activism can successfully push countries with 
hybrid regimes, like Singapore and Malaysia, to become substantive democracies? 
Or do you think the acculturation will just encourage the elected opposition party 
to end up reproducing rather than subverting key attributes of the same regime?  

Weiss: Part of what I have studied over the years is the interaction between civil soci-
ety and political parties, both opposition and governing parties. So we could then ask 
whether an active civil society might be able to push parties to change [their] way of 
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doing politics. I think it is possible that civil society does that [with] constant reminders 
to press for certain issues and to take some risks. Malaysia now has a change of lead-
ership, but there is a lot of frustration in civil society across different groups, with the 
slowness of institutional change. Repressive laws still remain on the books in terms of 
civil liberties, Malaysia has not been able to push their commission to investigate police 
abuses, and it has not signed the ICERD, which the opposition said they would do. A 
lot of that is because, even if there is pressure from [civil] society, there is a risk of losing 
electoral support. It was not a strong proactive vote for Pakatan Harapan (PH), the new 
coalition; it was largely a reactive vote among many who shifted their votes against the 
past Prime Minister. It is possible that civil society can help, but on the other hand, we 
should not glorify civil society. In Malaysia, one of the issues that Pakatan now faces 
in governing is that some of the most vocal and ambitious civil societal groups are not 
necessarily progressive ones. For example, the Malay rights groups are really helping 
to boost the fortunes of the former ruling party United Malays National Organisation 
(UMNO) in an alliance with the Pan-Malaysian Islamic Party.1 In that way, there is a 
role that civil society activism can play, but that requires more than just pro-democratic 
groups speaking loudly and vociferously. Structural features may make it more difficult 
for them to play that role, and there may be countervailing groups in civil society as well. 

Journal: In 2018, the Pakatan Harapan (PH) coalition defeated the Barisan Nasional 
(BN) coalition; marking the first time the opposition has defeated the ruling, incumbent 
party. In your 2019 Democratization journal article “Duelling Networks: Relational 
Clientelism in Electoral-Authoritarian Malaysia,” you mentioned that “clientelism is 
intrinsic to partisan competition in Malaysia.” Can you briefly introduce this concept of 
clientelism and how it helped opposition parties overcome dominant party patronage 
to secure power? 

Weiss: “Clientelism” is defined in different ways and it is classically used in South-
east Asia–it is defined in terms of patron-client ties. Some of the earliest work about 
patron-client ties, or what we now say is “clientelism” or “patronage,” is from Southeast 
Asia, the work of people like Jim Scott or Carl Lande. Patron-client ties are iterative, 
face-to-face, enduring, and mutually beneficial. These are the ties between, for instance, 
landowners and sharecroppers, where if the sharecroppers -- the tenants-- are not farm-
ing the land, the landowners go [bankrupt]. But if the tenants are taking too much, 
the landlord will not make a profit, so they count on what Jim Scott called the “moral 
economy.” The landowner will not necessarily be bound by purely economic logic, but 
will make sure that he is–he is nearly always a “he” in these cases–is a good patron as 
well. So [the patron-client relationship] is mutually beneficial and it is over the long 
term. We see that transmute into electoral politics in complex ways. 

The sort of clientelism I look at in the article is what we term “relational clientelism,” 
which is a longer-term clientelism more akin to these old-style patron-client ties. We 
are no longer talking about landlords and tenants, but rather about politicians who really 

1  These parties ousted Pakatan Haripan and took power in early March, as part of a new Perikatan 
Nasional (National Alliance) coalition.
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nurse the constituency; they build connections–personal connections–with voters over 
the long term. What I argue makes it unique is that it is not simply based on a material 
exchange–it is not just about giving patronage. My colleagues and I have tried to shift 
the usage to talking about clientelism in terms of human networks and patronage in 
terms of the material goods that might travel through those networks, whereas much 
of the literature just uses [these terms] interchangeably. 

I argue that in Malaysia, because of that imperative before to woo support through the 
personal touch, there is a lot of pressure on opposition contenders–now from the BN, 
previously from Pakatan–to do things for their voters to try to woo support that way. In 
Malaysia, some of this is just by presence, by being known to be caring, to be concerned. 
You may not be giving a lot of money or might not be able to confer government proj-
ects if you are in the opposition [but] there is that implicit sense that, “look, if I can do 
this much for you, just by being present, by giving you a small handout. If I know your 
name and your parents’ names, imagine, once I have access to the state funds...” There 
is always that implicit material side to this.

At the same time, if [clientelism] is more about presence than gift, that becomes a real 
part of partisan competition. In Malaysia, what the old government, [from] before 2018, 
did still continues with only minor tweaks. Where the BN, the ruling coalition, won a 
seat, it would transfer the “constituency development funds,” or constituency allocation, to 
its Member of Parliament or member of the state legislature. If it lost that seat, it would 
appoint a coordinator to that constituency, and it would channel those funds to that 
coordinator. It would not channel any funds to the opposition Member of Parliament 
or state legislator. If people needed something–if their mosque needed a new roof, their 
child needed school fees–they have the incentive to go to the BN coordinator to seek 
help, which of course builds loyalty to the BN. And so, the opposition has to counter 
that, and they would do that by offering a mix of that on-the-ground service that people 
look for. [This] a part of competition, rather than [just] one-sided vote buying.

Journal: Moving forward, how can the leadership of the new Malaysian government 
ensure the continuation of a multi-party election system? What do you think is the 
reason for the dropping approval rate for the Pakatan Harapan coalition?

Weiss: This is a really difficult question. I just came [back] from Malaysia last week and 
I was meeting with some Malaysian politician friends, and they were asking basically 
the same thing, “what can we do?” 

I’ll answer the second part first. One reason for a dropping approval rate is what you 
would expect in any new government, the end of the honeymoon period. [Another] 
part of it is that there is more than one way to interpret this result. So one is yes, Paka-
tan took control of the federal government. The other is Pakatan and the Malaysian 
Islamic Party (PAS) together ousted the BN, the former coalition. The Islamic Party 
controls about one-third of the Malay votes–that is the dominant ethnic group–and 
one that has the most political sway and economic privilege in Malaysia. They are not 
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necessarily the wealthiest, but they are favored by the economic policies, so everyone 
wants the Malay vote. PAS did much better in the elections than anyone but PAS 
expected. They control some states, but they are also now a strong third force, regionally 
concentrated, and aligned with UMNO, the leading party of BN. And so part of why 
approval is dropping for Pakatan is that PAS and UMNO have consolidated to suggest 
a Malay-oriented, Malay-unity government alternative and support for Pakatan was 
never that strong and unambiguous. Add to that the fact that many of those who voted 
for either PAS or Pakatan were really voting against the former Prime Minister Najib. 
Najib Razak is still in the midst of his trial for corruption and other charges, mostly 
related to the 1MDB scandal, but it is taking so long that he has actually rebuilt a lot 
of support. People forgive and forget so the ire against Najib has slipped now that he 
is not in power. The focus on corruption has dimmed, and in the meantime, you have 
a government that is just not able to enact all the reforms they had said they would, in 
part because the majority in the parliament is so slim. 

Most real change in Malaysia requires a constitutional amendment. Constitutional 
amendments require two-thirds of the votes and Pakatan does not have two-thirds of 
the seats in parliament. The first-ever constitutional amendment passed in Malaysia 
with bipartisan support was to lower the voting age to eighteen and allow automatic 
registration of voters in July 2019. This is potentially a very significant change. Malaysia 
has a fairly young population, [so its passage suggests] that every party thinks it will get 
the youth vote. Pakatan also has not been entirely consolidated in terms of what changes 
it wants, so one big issue for civil society is re-introducing local government elections.  
It used to be a campaign promise of most of the parties that are now [part of ] Pakatan, 
[but] it fell off the manifesto this [election].  That is a major institutional change that 
galvanized many of the supporters of Pakatan, who are from various civil society groups. 

In terms of how to ensure the continuation of the system, the best way is probably 
maintaining strong parties, and that is just so that everyone maintains the stake in a func-
tioning electoral system. For instance, resisting any temptation to deter a PAS-UMNO 
coalition, which many in Pakatan think would be quite problematic. One of the things 
that is definitely something to watch [is that] Pakatan is trying to pursue electoral 
system reform, possibly for instance, to introduce proportional representation for voting 
or a mixed-member system, [which is] partly proportional representation and partly 
single-member districts. The electoral reform committee has now put forth its recom-
mendations. They have not been made public, which itself is a sign that this government 
is not quite as transparent as they have promised to be. Beyond that I would like to see 
more channels for consultation, which helps to increase the sense of stake in the system 
so that we do not end up with a replication of what we had in the past in Malaysia, which 
is an extraordinary centralized, top-down system of policymaking. Legislators do not 
have any real policymaking roles and there is not a sense of negotiation of policies–they 
come from the top and they are ratified. 

Journal: In Student Activism in Malaysia: Crucible, Mirror, Sideshow, you described how 
state repression and limited communication infrastructure discouraged student activism 
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in Malaysia. Has recent technology or widespread use of social media by student activists 
circumvented the structural problems to communication? 

Weiss: I would actually say that has been a larger factor throughout civil society, but less 
on campus than elsewhere, just because students already have other modes of commu-
nication. They see each other. That is a part of why students, factory workers, clergy, and 
military members tend to be differently situated groups for mobilization than the general 
public. A German sociologist calls them “marginal elites.” They have a particular standing 
in society, and a sense of their own value, but because of their level of regular face-to-
face interaction, they often are less reliant on social media than other sorts of groups. As 
a comparison, Zhao Dingxin writes about this for Chinese student action. In Beijing, 
where you have different universities, you can look out a window and see students from 
another campus start to march and know that it is time to get your campus to mobilize. 
In that, Malaysia and Singapore are alike, you had student groups that formed in dorm 
rooms or you have Islamist organizations that form through campus groups. Social 
media definitely helps, it gets people engaged, but it is a less critical component there. 

What has arguably been more important, in terms of student activism in Malaysia, are 
changes to the laws regulating student politics. Those actually started to change under 
BN, thanks in large part to Saifuddin Abdullah, who was then the Deputy Minister of 
Higher Education, and is now the Minister of Foreign Affairs. He was the one who, 
through really creative and risky moves, basically forced BN to change the laws restricting 
students from engaging with political parties. [Before], if you were eighteen and not a 
student, you could join a political party, but if you were an undergraduate student, you 
could not. One of the relatively limited changes that Pakatan has made since coming 
into power is further decreasing the controls on undergraduate students on campuses. 
What we see as the democratization of higher education, the massification of higher 
education, in a way, diminishes students’ automatic or inborn ability to use their student 
status as validation. When you have two or three percent of the population that has 
received higher education, they are going to be the future leaders, they are people who 
have great ideas running through their head. Now if we have fifty or sixty percent of 
people going on to higher education in some countries, that is something people do 
just to get a job. It changes the place of students within society. In addition, you have 
higher costs for education, fewer places where it is free or heavily subsidized, so students 
are less likely to be willing to take on risks. If they get expelled for activism and they 
are left with loans, that is very different from getting expelled and simply being back 
at square one. There are various other factors that matter, too, such as the prolifera-
tion of campuses. Students might be more likely to be commuters or complete their 
education online. [Online education is] probably the single greatest attack on student 
activism, because online education means you do not meet other students in person. 
All of those sorts of factors, which are just natural artifacts of the modern economy, 
make student activism less likely to be a dramatic thing – yet it does still happen. 
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Journal: In Taiwan’s recent election, Tsai Ing-wen utilized online platforms such as Insta-
gram and Facebook Live streaming to successfully gain support from young voters. Do 
you think new technology would bring a similar change to social movements in Malaysia? 
 
Weiss: I think there are a couple of ways that we can see this happening. Social move-
ments on social media, especially online news sites, have been incredibly important in 
Malaysia. In Malaysia, the mainstream media are fully controlled by the state or by 
parties. They have holding companies that own the main newspapers and so forth. But 
for online media, they cannot do anything or they would kill a big part of the economy. 
Online media really allowed people access to new information. Most people in Malaysia 
now get their news online, especially younger people. Singapore has done a slightly better 
job of controlling online media, but even there, it is a really important thing. We might 
actually see even more of a Facebook or YouTube effect, where opposition parties are 
able to post videos of their rallies and their speeches, which not only gets their message 
across, but also reassures people that it is not illegal to go to opposition rallies.  It can 
really make a difference, because, unlike in Taiwan, there has not been free media. It 
is not just a question of mobilizing in general; it is specifically getting the information 
out. In order to see the impact of this media [we have to see] whether these online 
pushes help to bring people out into the real world. In Malaysia we had Bersih rallies, 
the movement for clean and fair elections, and thousands of people took to the streets 
wearing yellow t-shirts. They were mobilized online, but it is the physical presence, the 
sea of yellow shirts, that became the real impact. Then those people mobilize to help 
opposition parties or do civic education in a non-partisan way. A lot of those were young 
people. I met people helping out opposition campaigns, who had been led into this by 
Bersih, mobilized through social media, who were not themselves old enough to vote 
because the voting age was twenty-one until very recently. Social media has just been 
hugely important. There is not necessarily a direct correlation between reading something 
on Facebook and voting that way. What this does is to make the information available 
and spread the culture of mobilization. 

Journal: Are new communication methods sufficient to overcome ethnic and religious 
cleavages in Malaysia? 

Weiss: They are not sufficient and they can actually make them worse. Part of what 
these new methods can do is enhance siloization of populations. Mainstream media, 
whether print or electronic, are in different languages. In Malaysia, as in many places, 
people usually follow what is in their own language. You may see very similar news if it 
is the mainstream media. They just translate the contents into different languages. That 
is problematic when that news is all state supporting and very filtered. [However] having 
news online does not mean that everyone is reading the same news. We have online 
media, for instance, the site Malaysiakini, which is one of Malaysia’s leading news sites, 
that puts Pakatan-favoring information online in multiple languages. It may be that 
the language stream in one language subsidizes what may be a less profitable language 
stream, but people will generally find news that is in the language that they are the most 
comfortable using, which might be English, Malay, Mandarin, or Tamil. So, what we 
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may then find is enhanced cleavages, especially if you augment that online media with 
social media, with the more conversational or dialogic aspect of online media. People 
are communicating about news or commentaries with others in one language, and often, 
exclusive of those who are comfortable in other language streams. Those language streams 
do not perfectly follow ethnic lines. A lot of Malays are more comfortable in English 
and you will find Chinese Malaysians who do converse happily in English or Malay, 
but there is a strong overlap between ethnicity and preferred language. So one of the 
real problems is, you will find that people sometimes have very different conversations 
and express different sorts of objectives. 

There was a recent [controversy], actually not yet fully resolved, over whether or not 
schools should be required to teach or enhance the teaching of Jawi script, an older style 
of Arabic script for writing Malay, instead of the English script for writing Malay. This 
issue is segmented on ethnic lines, with varying coverage of these issues, and different 
commentaries on them, across different language streams. It was seen as a potential 
attack on communal rights or equal space among Chinese Malaysians but Malays saw 
this as an issue of national pride. And so, there is a possibility that online media, includ-
ing social media, may give new platforms for issue-based organizing, which can bring 
people together across ethnic and religious lines, but it also may augment those divides 
in different ways. It is harder to control the message and it is easier to exploit in different 
ways. This is not to say that one side is right or one side is wrong, but rather, that there 
may be less interaction, or less effort to come up with a point of consensus. 
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Affairs & Policy at the University at Albany, State University of New York. Her research addresses 
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