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Editor's Note

Editor’s Note
 Political parties are intrinsic to any regime, and party politics play an important role 
in shaping state capacity, government legitimacy, and policy outcomes. In democra-
cies, parties compete for the right to rule and cooperate to form governing coalitions. 
Dramatic and sweeping changes can transform the political landscape rapidly and 
regularly. Challenges from the opposition and third parties can often constrain ruling 
parties and coalitions. In hybrid and authoritarian regimes, limits are often placed on 
party formation, but intraparty factionalism still limits the power of ruling politicians.

Despite mounting evidence that political parties fight over foreign policy issues, the 
division of labor between comparative politics and international relations has created a 
“blind spot” regarding the role of political parties in foreign and security policy. Scholars 
of comparative politics have long focused on how party politics affect domestic issues 
such as economic policy, but have remained reluctant to analyze party behaviors in foreign 
policy. International relations experts, on the other hand, usually pay scant attention to 
domestic inter-party dynamics. Even as they pay more attention to domestic factors 
such as public opinion, political institutions, and media, political parties are sometimes 
overlooked.

To begin addressing this gap in the literature, the Editorial Board of the Georgetown 
Journal of Asian Affairs proudly presents “Party Politics in Asia: Coalitions, Factions, and 
Institutions.” Asia, home to a wide variety of regime types and electoral systems, offers a 
rich collection of cases for comparative analysis. The rise of populist leaders, emergence 
of nationalist parties, and growing political polarization in recent years also demands a 
more comprehensive study of party politics and its policy implications.

In our Policy Forum, the Journal explores how various factors influencing party politics—
including coalition formation, party institutionalization, and factionalism—affect the 
policy-making process. In the introductory article, “Political Party Institutionalization 
in Asia,” Erik Kuhonta provides an overview of dynamic party politics in the region and 
explicates how institutionalization determines the strengths of political parties. Building 
upon Huntington’s ground-breaking thesis linking institution-building, particularly party 
institutionalization, with order and stability, Kuhonta shows how party institutional-
ization can also facilitate the pursuit of equitable development and lead to more stable 
and consistent foreign policy. Employing examples from Asia, the article highlights the 
need to study party system institutionalization.

Wen-Hsuan Tsai, meanwhile, explores China’s evolving central-local dynamics and 
explains how Beijing has extended its control over local authorities under Xi Jinping’s 
rule. Positing that the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) remains a revolutionary party, 
Tsai argues that Xi has achieved stronger centralization by reinforcing the functions of 
party committees and promoting campaign-style enforcement. Using the poverty alle-
viation campaign, the environment protection policy, and the more recent “Covid-zero” 
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policy as case studies, Tsai demonstrates how the party mobilizes grassroots cadres and 
masses and thus concentrates power and resources firmly in the hands of the party.

The next two articles turn our attention to two major democracies in East Asia—Japan 
and South Korea. Youngmi Kim’s article examines the complexity and persistence of 
inter- and intra-party divisions in South Korea. Using the 2022 South Korea presiden-
tial election as a case study, Kim argues that the outcome confirmed long-term trends 
including intra-party factionalism while revealing new ones, such as growing cleavages 
based on class, gender, and generation. Although feelings of resentment helped deliver 
Yoon Suk Yeol the victory, the new administration still faces daunting domestic and 
international obstacles, from internal competition within the party to ongoing regional 
challenges.

Also addressing the difficulties of forming and managing a coalition government, Adam 
Liff reassesses the strength of the Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) in Japan and explains 
how smaller parties—particularly the Komeito—can play important roles despite LDP’s 
dominance. Given LDP’s victorious track record and Komeito’s apparent unpopularity, 
Liff sees the persistence of this partnership as a sign of LDP’s lack of fervent public 
support. This arrangement, however, comes at a cost as it constrains LDP’s ambitions, 
especially in foreign and security policies. To maintain the coalition, many LDP politi-
cians have to tone down their reform agenda and make concessions to the junior partner.

Harking back to the theme of party institutionalization, our next piece by Andreas 
Ufen examines the effects of weak institutions, particularly in Southeast Asia. Using 
case studies on the Philippines, Thailand, and Malaysia, Ufen explains how weaker 
party institutionalization can lead to executive aggrandizement, electoral volatility, and 
idiosyncratic policies even in democracies. Albeit on different paths, all three countries 
exhibit what Ufen describes as increasing “presidentialization,” where new parties or 
new factions emerge frequently as vehicles for presidential candidates.

Finally, Robert Sutter shifts our attention to the United States and its policy toward Asia. 
While radical polarization characterizes much of contemporary American party politics, 
U.S. China policy has served as a rare unifying force in Washington. After identifying 
continuity in U.S. strategy and bipartisan efforts in Congress, Sutter highlights gaps in 
U.S. effectiveness under the Biden administration. Domestic challenges—from bitter 
rivalry between the two parties to ongoing debates among various organizations and 
interest groups—all threaten to undermine existing strategies.

This issue also features three interviews with practitioners, scholars, and experts. We 
sat down with Dennis Kwok, a former member of the Hong Kong Legislative Council 
and a non-resident distinguished scholar at Georgetown, to discuss the future of Hong 
Kong and the rise of China in that context. Kwok also spoke about party dynamics in 
China and Taiwan, pro-democracy movements in Hong Kong, and his views on the role 
of the United States in East Asia. We were also fortunate to invite Marty Natalegawa, 
former foreign minister of Indonesia, to talk about his public service career, Indonesia’s 
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democratic reform and transition, and the impact of domestic politics on the Associ-
ation for Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) community. Finally, we connected with 
Michelle Ye Hee Lee, the Tokyo bureau chief for The Washington Post, to discuss 
domestic politics and foreign policy in South Korea and Japan, including her reporting 
on recent events such as the 2022 South Korean presidential election, the new Yoon 
Suk Yeol administration, and the effect of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine on the region.

As always, this issue was made possible through collaborative efforts. I would like to 
express my sincere gratitude to our contributing authors and interviewees for sharing 
their thoughts with us and trusting us with their ideas. I would also like to thank Dr. 
Michael Green, Dr. Kristen Looney, Dr. Sheila Smith, Dr. Christine Kim, Dr. Neel 
Sukhatme, Dr. Amir Zeldes, Robert Lyons, and our anonymous reviewers for their 
time and support. We also benefited from the leadership of our publisher, Kelly Liu, 
who generously offered her guidance and support to all of us every step of the way. 
Finally, I want to acknowledge the dedication of the Volume Eight Editorial Board. 
Senior Editors Nathanael Cheng and Nickii Arcado conducted thorough reviews of all 
manuscripts and guided our editors throughout the editorial process. Managing Editor 
Axel Catellier coordinated internal communications and directed the editorial process 
for our three stellar interviews. Cover Designer Juliana Kogan created our beautiful 
front cover. Associate Editors and Assistant Editors meticulously polished all articles 
and sat down with our interviewees, both in person and virtually. All their hard work, 
talent, and passion brought together this successful publication.  

I thus conclude both this editorial note and my time as editor-in-chief for the George-
town Journal of Asian Affairs. Over the past eight months, I have been truly honored 
to interact with the authors and interviewees who contributed to our issue. I am also 
humbled to have worked alongside the rest of the editorial board through weekends 
and exams. I am proud to serve on this amazing team. 

Now, with great pleasure, the Journal presents “Party Politics in Asia: Coalitions, Factions, 
and Institutions.”

Harry He
Editor-in-Chief
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Introduction 

Political Party Institutionalization in Asia

Erik Martinez Kuhonta

Political parties play an important role in political systems throughout Asia. Like other 
regions of the world, parties are vital to political life. They represent social interests, 
articulate policy programs and ideologies, socialize and channel groups into political 
agendas and ideals, and execute policy when at the helm of government. When in the 
opposition, political parties also check and challenge the incumbent government. Parties 
are thus crucial to the well-functioning of a polity, whether that polity is democratic 
or authoritarian.

However, the functions that parties can play and the roles that they fulfill depend to a 
large extent on the degree to which they are institutionalized. Parties that are institution-
alized are better equipped to represent social groups, channel political ideas and values, 
and articulate and execute policy goals in a consistent and sustained manner. Those that 
are less institutionalized can struggle to pursue coherent agendas, whether in terms of 
aggregating or organizing interests. Parties and party systems in Asia vary significantly in 
terms of their level of institutionalization. Thus, the wide range of institutional embed-
dedness of political parties in Asia provides a valuable analytical lens through which to 
examine the impact of parties on the political system.  Understanding parties through 
this perspective unveils the varied nature of organized politics and serves as a check on 
assumptions that parties have similar capacities or roles throughout the world.

The concept of political institutionalization with reference to political parties was first 
conceptualized in 1968 by Samuel Huntington in his classic work, Political Order in 
Changing Societies.1 In this ground-breaking book, Huntington argued that the central 
dilemma in the developing world did not revolve around the attainment of democracy, as 
much of the modernization school had argued, but rather, centered around the need for 
governance, and therefore, for strong institutions. This claim was bold and revolutionary, 

1  Samuel P. Huntington, Political Order in Changing Societies (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1968).
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precisely because few scholars at that time had visualized institution-building as the 
most urgent problem that the developing world needed to address.

Huntington’s concern in terms of institutions was especially focused on political parties. 
For him, political parties were essential to the polity because they helped tame social 
mobilization. Huntington argued forcefully for the value of institutionalized parties. 
He defined institutionalization as “the process by which organizations and procedures 
acquire value and stability,”2 and delineated four indicators to operationalize institu-
tionalization: coherence, adaptability, autonomy, and complexity. Coherence refers to 
stable procedures being maintained within the party. Adaptability indicates a party’s 
ability to generate new leadership, as well as its capacity to function as both government 
and opposition. Autonomy refers to a party whose leadership is not captured by social 
forces. Finally, complexity points to an institution that has value, differentiation, and 
organizational depth.

Some of the parties that Huntington considered models of institutionalization included 
Mexico’s PRI, the Soviet Communist Party, and the Indian Congress Party. These parties 
come from different regions of the world, advance different ideologies, and most notably, 
include both authoritarian and democratic regimes. Party institutionalization thus was 
a concept that cut across region, ideology, and regime-type.

It is important to note that the core goal of party institutionalization for Huntington was 
order and stability. Yet, party institutionalization can also serve other ends. In my own 
work, The Institutional Imperative,3 I argued that party institutionalization, linked with 
state capacity, can advance equitable development. Analyzing four cases in Southeast 
Asia, my book showed that Malaysia and Vietnam were able to reduce inequality while 
maintaining economic growth because they had effective institutions – institutionalized 
parties and capable states – that could initiate, implement, and sustain policy reform. By 
contrast, Thailand and the Philippines had weaker institutions that over the long-run 
made it difficult to advance equitable development. 

Institutionalization is crucial for the pursuit of equitable development because it provides 
three key characteristics that help structure policy output. These include discipline and 
cohesiveness for the articulation of social interests, a structure to maintain policy conti-
nuity, and organizational complexity and value.4 These attributes ensure that pro-poor 
reforms do not remain solely in the realm of rhetoric or social movement, but materialize 
within organization, state, and policy. What ultimately distinguishes successful cases of 
equitable development is their institutional capacity to actualize policy.5

2  Huntington, Political Order in Changing Societies, 12.
3  Erik Martinez Kuhonta, The Institutional Imperative: The Politics of Equitable Development in 
Southeast Asia (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2011).
4  Kuhonta, The Institutional Imperative, 27-34.
5  An important study that looks at how parties effectively addressed poverty is Atul Kohli, The State 
and Poverty in India: The Politics of Reform (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987).
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An extensive literature on party institutionalization followed in the wake of Huntington’s 
work. Some scholars maintained a clear focus on party qua organization while others 
shifted their concerns to party systems.6 Scott Mainwaring and Timothy Scully were 
instrumental in moving the focus of institutionalization toward the development of party 
systems.7 Mainwaring and Scully’s work was significant not just because it shifted the 
axis of institutionalization away from political parties toward the party system itself, but 
because it focused squarely on the relationship between party system institutionalization 
and democratic consolidation. Now, institutionalization was being emphasized because 
it could serve as a basis for democratic strengthening. 

Mainwaring and Scully highlighted four variables as central to party system institu-
tionalization. These included: regularity of party competition, as measured by electoral 
volatility; party roots in society; the legitimacy of the party system in the eyes of the 
electorate; and solid party organizations. Some of these criteria emphasize the system, 
while others emphasize the party. Overall, Mainwaring and Scully’s conceptualization of 
party system institutionalization had a huge influence on the literature on party systems, 
generating extensive conceptual debates as well as efforts to apply the concept to other 
regions beyond Latin America.8

Institutionalization has thus been examined in terms of at least three important outcomes 
in comparative politics: order and stability; equitable development; and democratic 
consolidation. In all these areas, Asia has played an important role in the analytical 
assessment of institutionalization. Although party institutionalization has not been as 
prominent in studies of foreign policy or international relations, there are a few studies 
that draw out some important connections. At the core of these studies is the idea that 
institutionalized party systems provide greater stability and accountability that in turn 
affects foreign policy.

Hunter and Robbins’ study relates domestic politics to war, showing that countries 
with more institutionalized party systems are less likely to be involved in inter-state 
conflict. Institutionalized party systems reduce the likelihood of states going to war 
because they are more accountable to electorates that are generally reluctant to engage 

6  For a sampling of work focused on institutionalization in terms of parties, see Angelo Panebianco, 
Political Parties: Organization and Power (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988); Steven 
Levitsky, “Institutionalization and Peronism: The Concept, the Case, and the Case for Unpacking the 
Concept,” Party Politics 4, no. 1 (1998): 77-92.
7  Scott Mainwaring and Timothy R. Scully, Building Democratic Institutions: Party Systems in Latin 
America (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1995).
8  For a study that builds on Mainwaring and Scully’s work through analysis of a wide range of Asian 
countries, see Allen Hicken and Erik Martinez Kuhonta, eds., Party System Institutionalization in 
Asia: Democracies, Autocracies, and the Shadows of the Past (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2014). See also Andreas Ufen, “Political Party and Party System Institutionalization in South-
east Asia: Lessons for Democratic Consolidation in Indonesia, the Philippines, and Thailand,” Pacific 
Review 21, no. 3 (2008): 327-350. For an insightful review of the concept of party system institution-
alization, see Juan Pablo Luna, “Party System Institutionalization: Do We Need a New Concept?” 
Studies in Comparative International Development 49 (2014): 403-425.
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in inter-state conflict. Furthermore, political leaders in institutionalized party systems 
are more likely to think in terms of a long-term horizon and therefore not make risky 
decisions. Overall, institutionalized parties are better able to coordinate and provide 
stability in decision-making.9

Another study by Cooley and Hopkin, examining the relationship between parties and 
foreign policy in Spain, argues that institutionalized party systems in more consolidated 
democracies are more likely to be accommodating toward the presence of U.S. bases 
on their soil. This is because they are more autonomous of social interests, are more 
likely to have to govern pragmatically, and need to gain voters from wide sectors of 
the electorate. On the other hand, party systems that are less institutionalized during 
earlier phases of democratization are more prone to intransigent positions and hardline 
discourses that push against the presence of foreign military bases. Institutionalized 
party systems, based on this argument, move the polity toward greater stability, and 
ideologically, toward the center.10

Finally, one can also posit that a more institutionalized party system is more likely to 
lead to stability, continuity, and consistency in a country’s foreign policy. Japan and the 
Philippines provide a useful contrast here. In the Philippines, sharp fluctuations regard-
ing the country’s policy toward China’s aggressive claims in the South China Sea may 
reflect weak party institutionalization. The shift from Benigno Aquino III’s successful 
pursuit of international law contrasts sharply with Rodrigo Duterte’s willingness to 
engage with China, despite a clear legal ruling in 2016 from the Permanent Court of 
Arbitration at the Hague that had already favored the Philippines. Of course, foreign 
policy can often change when different governments come to power. Yet, to the extent 
that parties are less institutionalized, it becomes easier for foreign policy to be suscep-
tible to the personalistic whims of political leaders. In sharp contrast to the Philippines, 
Japan’s foreign policy has been relatively consistent since the post-war period. Japan’s 
institutionalized party system helps anchor a stable foreign policy precisely because the 
same parties are central to the system and policy positions reflect party programs rather 
than personalistic choices.

Party and party system institutionalization remains one of the most important concepts 
in the study of politics. Its effect on order, equity, and democracy has been extensively 
studied in comparative politics. These works demonstrate that studying the nature of 
parties and party systems matters significantly for broader outcomes that affect the public 
interest. In foreign policy and international relations, there have been fewer efforts to 
chart the effects of party system institutionalization. However, the few studies relating 
party system institutionalization to foreign policy have emphasized similar points as 
those in comparative politics: that programmatic consistency, accountability, and prag-
matism play a key role in shaping decision-making outcomes. As Huntington forcefully 

9  Lance Y. Hunter and Joseph W. Robbins, “Party System Stability and Conflict Initiation,” Cam-
bridge Review of International Affairs 29, no. 4 (2016): 1344-1374.
10  Alexander Cooley and Jonathan Hopkin, “Base Closings: The Rise and Decline of the US Military 
Bases Issue in Spain, 1975-2005,” International Political Science Review 31, no. 4 (2010): 494-513.
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argued more than 50 years ago, political institutionalization remains central to attempts 
to provide stability and coherence in domestic and international politics.

Erik Martinez Kuhonta is Director of the Institute for the Study of International Develop-
ment and Associate Professor of Political Science at McGill University. His research focuses 
on the political development and political economy of Southeast Asia. He is the author of The 
Institutional Imperative: The Politics of Equitable Development in Southeast Asia (Stanford 
University Press, 2011), which was short-listed for the Canadian Political Science Association 
Prize in Comparative Politics.
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Central-Local Relations and Party Politics in China under Xi Jinping

Wen-Hsuan Tsai

Introduction

Since Xi Jinping came to power, the central government has substantially expanded its 
control over local authorities.1 This article investigates central-local relations in China 
from the perspective of party politics, particularly through the lens of “campaign-style 
enforcement” (yundong xing zhili) and the “mass line” (qunzhong luxian).2 The Chinese 
Communist Party (CCP) generally defines “the masses” (qunzhong) to include grassroots 
cadres and ordinary members of the public, although the definition is kept vague depend-
ing on the context.3 “Campaign-style enforcement” involves the large-scale mobilization 
of the masses and other resources to carry out high-priority tasks. This pattern of policy 
implementation is reminiscent of Deng Xiaoping’s famous maxim, “Concentrate power 
to accomplish big things” (jizhong liliang ban da shi).4

This article proposes that the CCP under Xi Jinping has actively promoted campaign-
style enforcement of important policies, and that this reflects the essential nature of 
the party. To a large extent, the CCP is still a revolutionary party that retains the same 
ability to mobilize China’s population as during the Chinese Civil War. As Elizabeth 
J. Perry has observed, the CCP draws on its revolutionary experience and uses it to 
govern China today.5

1  For a discussion of central-local relations in contemporary China, see Chae-ho Chong, Centrifugal 
Empire: Central-Local Relations in China (New York: Columbia University Press, 2016).
2  Marc Blecher, “Consensual Politics in Rural Chinese Communities: The Mass Line in Theory and 
Practice,” Modern China 5 no. 1 (January 1979): 105-126. 
3  Maria Edin, “State Capacity and Local Agent Control in China: CCP Cadre Management from a 
Township Perspective,” The China Quarterly 173 (2003): 43.
4  “Jizhong liliang ban da shi [Concentrate power to accomplish big things,” Zhongguo jun-
wang [China Military Network], May 23, 2019, http://www.81.cn/big5/theory/2019-05/23/con-
tent_9511986.htm.
5  Elizabeth J. Perry, “Studying Chinese Politics: Farewell to Revolution,” The China Journal 57 (Janu-
ary 2007), 5.
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Under Xi Jinping, campaign-style enforcement has been used to drive important policies 
such as poverty alleviation, anti-corruption, environmental protection, and combating 
natural disasters. Campaigns have long been an important mode of operation within the 
CCP system. China’s response to the 2003 severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS) 
epidemic saw the use of mass mobilization techniques to wage a new “people’s war” (renmin 
zhanzheng) against SARS.6 The CCP’s frequent use of campaign-style enforcement to 
implement major policies suggests that its bureaucracy has limited conventional capa-
bilities, leaving it little choice but to resort to political campaigns to implement policies.7

The increased use of the campaign-style enforcement model also demonstrates how the 
central government’s control over individual localities has increased. When Xi Jinping 
has mobilized cadres and the masses to put his policies into practice, he operates through 
local party secretaries (dangwei shuji), the highest-ranking officials at any given level 
of local governance. We find that party secretaries at the central, provincial, municipal, 
county, and township levels are required to concentrate their resources and mobilize as 
many cadres and members of the public as possible to implement the policy in question. 
In this way, the party center’s control over localities is enhanced and a vertical admin-
istrative system is reinforced.

The remainder of this article is divided into three parts First, the paper discusses 
central-local relations under Xi Jinping. Next, poverty alleviation, environmental protec-
tion, and disease control in relation to COVID-19 are used to illustrate the policy 
implementation process. Finally, the article elucidates the current nature of the CCP 
and the implications for the future governance of China.

Reinforcing Vertical Management Through the Party Committee System

Xi Jinping has reinforced the functions of party committees. To combat development 
challenges facing China, Xi has turned to rebuilding the prestige and power of the 
party, a lesson learned from the collapse of the Soviet Union. Under Gorbachev, the 
Soviet Union suffered an economic downturn and a host of other problems. Gorbachev 
believed that political reform—including the introduction of competitive elections in 
1987—would ensure the survival of socialism,8 but he was proved wrong when the 
Soviet Union disintegrated. To avoid the fate of Gorbachev, Xi Jinping has sought to 
strengthen the governing capacity of his party and eschewed liberal political reforms.
The most prominent example of this effort is the strengthening of the role of party 
committee secretaries at all levels, who are now designated the “first accountable 
persons” (diyi zerenren) responsible for all important affairs within their jurisdictions. 

6  Tony Saich, “Is SARS China’s Chernobyl or Much Ado About Nothing,” in SARS in China: Prelude 
to Pandemic? ed. Arthur Kleinman and James L. Watson (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2006), 
86. 
7  Martin King Whyte, “Bureaucracy and Modernization in China: The Maoist Critique,” American 
Sociological Review 38, no. 2 (April 1973): 149-163.
8  David M. Kotz and Fred Weir, Russia’s Path from Gorbachev to Putin: The Demise of the Soviet 
System and the New Russia (London; New York: Routledge, 2007), 94-104. 
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The central-local relationship under Xi Jinping’s predecessor, Hu Jintao, was described by 
Andrew C. Mertha as one of “soft centralization.”9 This suggests that local governments 
retained a certain degree of autonomy, although party committees or governments at 
a higher level could exercise influence if necessary. Since Xi Jinping has been in power, 
lower-level party committees or governments have been subject to more intense control 
by their superiors.

The main feature of this new central-local relationship is that party secretaries are held 
accountable for what happens within their administrative regions, and higher-level party 
secretaries have absolute leadership over the lower levels. Party secretaries were first 
designated as first accountable persons in regulations promulgated by the CCP in 2016.10 
Practically speaking, this means that if a county-level cadre engages in wrongdoing or 
performs poorly, the county party secretary will be punished along with (lianzuo) the 
cadre themselves. Furthermore, party secretaries must now abide by the instructions 
of their counterparts at higher levels. This rule goes all the way to the top, extending 
up to General Secretary Xi Jinping himself. These regulations have transformed the 
central-local relationship in China into a vertical leadership system, thus reinforcing 
the authority of the party center over policy implementation.

Campaign-Style Enforcement

Three notable examples of campaign-style implementation of policies by the CCP char-
acterize the Xi Jinping era. The first example is Xi’s poverty alleviation policy. After Xi 
declared that all areas in China must be lifted out of poverty by 2020, party secretaries 
concentrated nearly all their resources and manpower on achieving this objective. Anyone 
receiving a government salary, even teachers and judges, were required to throw their 
weight behind this policy. Progress in this area was the primary indicator used by party 
secretaries to assess cadre performance.11 Having mobilized the party organization at 
all levels to carry out this policy, by the end of 2020, the CCP officially announced that 
it had achieved its poverty alleviation goals.

In the campaign-style enforcement of poverty alleviation, the CCP made active use 
of “the masses,” namely grassroots cadres and local people. Higher-level governments 
mobilized party and government cadres to conduct poverty alleviation work in townships 
or villages for at least twenty days per month. Known as work teams (gongzuo dui) or 
cadres resident in a village (zhucun ganbu), the performance of these cadres was subject to 
evaluation by the public. If the results of the evaluation were highly positive, the cadres 

9  Andrew C. Mertha, “China’s ‘Soft Centralization’: Shifting Tiao/Kuai Authority Relations,” The 
China Quarterly 184 (December 2005): 791-810. 
10  “Zhongguo gongchandang dangnei jiandu tiaoli [Regulations of the CCP on Inner-Party Super-
vision]” Xinhua Wang [Xinhua Net], November 2, 2016, http://cpc.people.com.cn/n1/2016/1102/
c64387-28829770-2.html.
11  Wen-Hsuan Tsai and Xingmiu Liao, “Mobilizing Cadre Incentives in Policy Implementation: Pov-
erty Alleviation in a Chinese County,” China Information 34, no.1 (March 2020): 45-67.
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would be promoted or given bonuses; otherwise, they would face sanctions.12 The CCP 
sees the mobilization of grassroots cadres and ordinary people as an effective way of 
addressing problems related to development in poor areas of the country.

China’s environmental protection policy provides another strong example. Xi Jinping has 
attached great importance to the protection of the environment, notably the prevention 
and control of water pollution. To this end, he has designated party secretaries as “river 
chiefs” (hezhang), responsible for improving the quality of important water courses within 
their jurisdictions.13 Xi has also made party secretaries responsible for controlling other 
forms of pollution, such as air pollution. Party secretaries are then required to strictly 
abide by the instructions issued by their counterparts at a higher level. The river chief 
system illustrates how the CCP has used party secretaries to concentrate its resources 
on managing river basins and other pollution priorities. 

This system of designating local party secretaries as “first accountable persons” for water 
governance and as “river chiefs” has achieved notable results. In the past, resources were 
not concentrated on dealing with the main sources of water pollution—the petrochem-
ical industry, agriculture, fisheries, and shipping—because water management was the 
responsibility of the heads of water conservation departments. These departments did 
not have the authority to order public security units or inspectors to investigate cases 
of water pollution. However, as party secretaries, river chiefs have sufficient power to 
coordinate the work of local bureaucracies and the private sector to reinforce all aspects 
of the governance of river basins.

Our third example concerns the fight against COVID-19. Party secretaries were required 
to take primary responsibility for dealing with this major public health crisis from the 
very beginning. For example, at the very lowest level, township party secretaries had to 
personally take charge of disease control measures within their areas of responsibility 
and coordinate their efforts with units at the same level or above.14 

The CCP has mobilized party secretaries, grass-roots cadres, and the masses to implement 
its “COVID-zero” (qingling) policy. This is very different from the current Western prac-
tice—one of “learning to live with the virus.”15 There may be an ideological reason behind 
this policy. The CCP may be seeking to demonstrate that China’s socialist institutions 

12  “Dazao tuopin gongjian buzou de gongzuodui [Create a “work team that doesn’t leave” for 
poverty alleviation]” Xinhua Wang [Xinhua Net], May 12, 2017, http://www.xinhuanet.com//poli-
tics/2017-05/12/c_129602209.htm.
13  Shiuh-Shen Chien and Dong-Li Hong, “River Leaders in China: Party-State Hierarchy and Trans-
boundary Governance,” Political Geography 62 (2018): 60-62.
14  “Ge xiangzhen dangwei shuji qinlin yixian yashi fangkong zeren [Party secretaries of all town-
ships came to the front line to fulfill their responsibilities for epidemic prevention and control]” 
Pengpai [Surging], February 13, 2020, https://m.thepaper.cn/newsDetail_forward_5989730?ivk_
sa=1024320u.
15  “Renmin zhishang shengming zhishang [Value the people, but also value life],” Zhongguo zhengfu 
wang [China Government Network], February 20, 2022, http://www.gov.cn/xinwen/2022-02/20/
content_5674698.htm.
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are superior to those in the West and that they can eradicate COVID-19 completely. 
Therefore, disease prevention has become a political matter, and party secretaries are 
required to mobilize all available resources to that end.

Conclusion: Contemporary Governance by a Revolutionary Party

The CCP still bears the characteristics of a revolutionary party waging a revolutionary 
war. Its party affairs system displays a high degree of mobilizational capability, such that 
in a major crisis, it can not only mobilize large numbers of cadres and members of the 
public but also concentrate all necessary resources on addressing any given problem. 
This campaign-style enforcement model is similar to that used in warfare. However, one 
problem with this model is that it leads to those higher up the hierarchy to not value 
routine but necessary administrative work. In these circumstances, more mundane tasks 
tend to be neglected due to a lack of sufficient manpower or other resources.

Xi Jinping continues to reinforce the CCP’s “revolutionary” characteristics, and the way 
he has chosen to do this has resulted in the creation of a highly centralized political 
system. Party secretaries are held accountable for all important matters within their 
areas of jurisdiction, and Xi Jinping, as the general secretary, exercises control over all 
his subordinate party secretaries. This system puts CCP officials under intense political 
pressure, as they are obliged to fulfill the orders of their superiors at any time.16 Although 
this mode of operation may be in line with Deng Xiaoping’s idea of concentrating 
resources on “big things,” in the long run it may obstruct the development of a rationalist 
bureaucratic system in China. 
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16  This is why several scholars have used the term “pressure system” to describe the current re-
gime. Rong Jingben and Cui Zhiyuan, Cong yalixing tizhi xiang minzhu hezuo tizhi de zhuanbian: 
xianxiang liangji zhengzhi tizhi gaige [From Pressure System to Democratic Cooperation: Reform in 
County and Township Government] (Beijing: Central Translation Publishing House, 1998), 28.
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The 2022 Presidential Election in South Korea: The Politics of Resentment 
and Revenge Confirms Older Trends and Cleavages and Reveals New 

Ones

Youngmi Kim1*

Introduction

Yoon Suk Yeol, the candidate of the People Power Party (PPP), won South Korea’s 20th 
presidential election on March 9, 2022 after a highly personalized and acrimonious 
electoral campaign whose outcome remained unpredictable until the very end. Yoon 
won by a mere 0.73 percent margin with 48.56 percent of the total votes. The losing 
candidate, Lee Jae-myung of the Democratic Party (DP), received 47.83 percent of 
the total. Turnout was 77.1 percent.2 This was the smallest vote difference between 
the two leading candidates in the history of South Korea’s presidential elections.3 The 
candidate of the progressive Justice Party ( JP), Sim Sang-jung, received only 2 percent 
of the total votes.

The election was defined by deepening inequalities in Korean society which have fueled 
political polarization, popular resentment against the elites, and growing anger, especially 
among the youth, over the lack of job opportunities and fairness in the job market. Such 
polarization has taken the form of a gender conflict, with intra-generational tensions 
especially visible within Korea’s young adults, especially voters in their 20s and 30s mired 
in mutual recriminations and accusations over perceived and alleged unfair advantages in 
the job market.4 The electoral campaign was labeled by many academics as Korea’s “worst,” 

1  * Research for this article was supported by the Seed Program for Korean Studies through the 
Ministry of Education of the Republic of Korea and the Korean Studies Promotion Service of the 
Academy of Korean Studies (AKS-2019-INC-2230005).
2  The total voter turnout was 77.2% in the 19th Presidential election in 2017 and 75.8% in the 18th 
presidential election in 2012.  “Presidential elections voter turnout in the past”, Yonhap News, March 
9, 2022, https://www.ytn.co.kr/issue/2022election_5.php?tab=5 .
3  Jiwon Um, “20th Presidential Elections…Exquisite Public Mind, All Are the Losers,” The Hankyo-
reh, March 13, 2022, https://www.hani.co.kr/arti/politics/politics_general/1034593.html.
4  Youngmi Kim, “Mirroring Misogyny in Hell Chosŏn: Megalia, Womad, and Korea’s Feminism in 
the Age of Digital Populism,” European Journal of Korean Studies 20, no. 2 (2021): 101-33.
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with most candidates focusing on negative campaigns against their competitors,5 rather 
than engaging on substantive policy issues. The PPP’s strategy targeting male voters in 
their 20s and 30s paid off as they gained 58.7 percent of votes among male voters in 
their 20s and 52.8 percent in their 30s, while Lee gained 58 percent from female votes 
in their 20s and 49.7 percent in their 30s.6 Interestingly, Yoon did not actually perform 
better than Lee among voters in their 20s, having received 45.5 percent compared to 
Lee’s 47.8 percent. However, there were differences in the 30s age group, with Yoon 
receiving 48.1 percent of voters, compared to Lee’s 46.3 percent. Yoon also performed 
better among voters above 60.7

The election confirmed long-term trends prevalent in South Korea, such as the person-
alization of politics and intra-party factionalism, as well as the centrality of pre-electoral 
coalitions. Most notably, the decision of third candidate Ahn Cheol-soo, leader of the 
People Party (PP), to withdraw his candidacy and announce support for Yoon and a 
coalition between their two parties likely tilted the balance in Yoon’s favor. In addition, 
gender, generation, and class—new cleavages which have emerged in the past couple of 
decades—are replacing older political cleavages centered around region and ideology. 

This article is structured as follows. First, it revisits the presidential electoral campaign 
which, at a time of global geopolitical upheaval, barely touched on foreign policy issues. 
Next, it advances four considerations emerging from the campaign and the election: 
the reasons behind the DP’s failure; the reconfiguration of cleavages in Korean politics 
and society, rendered especially acute by the current state of polarization and inequali-
ties in the country; factionalism and intra-party politics; and the enduring presence of 
coalition-building as a regular strategy for minority governments.

An Acrimonious Electoral Campaign

The two leading contenders, Yoon Suk Yeol and Lee Jae-myung, were outsiders in their 
respective political parties and political novices lacking experience in parliamentary 
politics, neither having held a seat in parliament nor cabinet positions. In fact, their 
candidacies arose in the context of personalized political parties in South Korea and 
popular demands for “new faces” in politics. Four main candidates initially contested 
the election: Lee Jae-myung, former governor of Gyeonggi province and former mayor 
of Seongnam, candidate from the DP (172 seats out of 300 in the current parliament); 
Yoon Suk Yeol, former prosecutor general who fought against the Moon administration 
over the Cho Kook scandal and prosecution reform policies, candidate from the PPP 

5  Hyung-a Kim, “South Korea’s Nastiest Presidential Election,” The Diplomat, March 1, 2022, https://
thediplomat.com/2022/03/south-koreas-nastiest-presidential-election/.
Jin-wook Shin, “Igniting Place for the Struggles in the Era of Yun Seok-yeol,” The Hankyoreh, March 
15, 2022, https://www.hani.co.kr/arti/opinion/column/1034971.html.
6  Yeong-eun Kim, “2022 Presidential Elections Exit Poll Result from the Presidential Elec-
tions Based on Gender and Age,” Yonhap News, March 9, 2022, https://www.yna.co.kr/view/
GYH20220309000900044.
7  “20th Presidential Elections Exit poll,” KBS News, March 9, 2022, https://news.kbs.co.kr/special/
election2022/president/exit_poll.html.
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(112 seats out of 300 total seats); Sim Sang-jung, leader of JP (6 seats out of 300), and 
Ahn Cheol-soo, former medical doctor, software entrepreneur, and the leader of PP 
(18 seats out of 300). Ahn formed a coalition with Yoon six days before the election.

In the primaries, voters supported presidential candidates with no party experience in a 
clear rejection of established policymakers who were perceived as self-serving office-seek-
ers, highlighting a strong demand among Korean voters for “new faces” in politics. Lee 
Jun-seok, the current leader of the PPP, is himself in his 30s and has never been elected 
as a member of parliament. The 2022 presidential election reflected a lack of trust in the 
current political class: the election was the political outsiders’ game.

Ahn reached out to Yoon in early February, a month before the election, seeking to 
form a coalition, but his efforts were rebutted by Yoon. Later, on March 3, just six days 
before the election, Ahn and Yoon announced the formation of an “opposition coali-
tion,” in which Ahn would support Yoon’s candidacy. In the case of electoral victory, 
the two parties would collaborate, and possibly merge, to form a coalition government. 
This was a move which was in a way unexpected—given the initially aborted coalition 
initiative—but also somehow expected, given that coalitions have been a regular feature 
of South Korean politics, as discussed later.8

Polls consistently showed a high fluctuation in the voters’ preferences, leaving the outcome 
uncertain until the very end. Voters in their 20s and 30s represented the critical voting 
bloc this time and were split along gender lines, with young male voters supporting the 
opposition PPP and female voters the DP.

Personalized campaigning focused on the electorate candidates’ characteristics is nothing 
new in South Korea. Neither is the widespread use of social media and big data in one 
of the world’s most wired societies where online mobilization dates back to as early as 
Roh Moo-hyun’s presidential campaign in 2002.9 However, the 2022 presidential elec-
tion campaign was centered, on both sides, on a negative strategy against the opposing 
candidate. Targets were both the presidential candidates themselves and their respective 
spouses, all mired in repeated scandals around housing, personal wealth, power abuse, 
privilege, and moral issues. Although polls showed the public’s lack of respect towards 
the candidates, the negative strategy served to consolidate core voters of the two main 
parties. 

The campaign was mostly devoid of any substantive political content, occasionally 
descending into the farcical or the grotesque. Lee’s ostensive support for hair loss medi-
cal aid might have helped him gain some support,10 if any, among male voters whom 

8  Youngmi Kim, The Politics of Coalition in Korea between Institutions and Culture (New York: Rout-
ledge, 2011), 2.
9  Youngmi Kim, “Digital Populism in South Korea? Internet Culture and the Trouble with Direct 
Participation,” KEI Academic Paper Series 3, no. 8 (2009): 143-56.
10  Woosam Sim, “How Has the Agenda on Hair-Loss Support Policy by Lee Jae-myung Started?” The 
Hankyoreh, January 6, 2022, https://www.hani.co.kr/arti/politics/politics_general/1026185.html.
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it was allegedly targeting. Yoon received a boost when he announced on his Facebook 
page that he would abolish the Ministry of Gender Equality and Family,11 one of 
Korea’s main achievements by equal rights campaigners and feminist activists in recent 
decades. He also pledged that he would ensure a monthly wage of two million Korean 
Won for soldiers on their military duty. The announcements caused a backlash from 
feminist groups, who in response strategically reoriented their votes from the JP leader 
Sim Sang-jung to the DP candidate, Lee Jae-myung. This ironically resulted in large 
donations for the JP as female supporters who strategically withdrew their votes to vote 
for the DP chose to express their political sympathy to JP through donations.12 Yoon 
also emphasized that he would support small shop-owners, another key social group 
that had seen itself on the losing end of Moon’s economic support during the pandemic, 
and who turned out in large numbers in support of Yoon. Additionally, Yoon promised 
to focus on nuclear energy and energy efficiency to tackle climate change.

Amidst renewed testing of ballistic missiles by North Korea, tense U.S.-China relations, 
and the most serious global crisis in the post-Cold War period with Russia’s invasion 
of Ukraine and the resulting global security and economic fallout, it was stunning that 
foreign policy did not feature prominently during the 2022 presidential election.13 South 
Korea’s options are constrained by its alliance with the United States and its economic 
ties with China, which limits its margins of maneuver in taking a hardline against Beijing. 
Yoon announced that his government would seek to improve relations with Japan, a 
sore point in the Moon administration, maintain a closer alignment with the United 
States on its Indo-Pacific strategy, and take a stronger stance towards North Korea.14 

Analysis

If voters’ preferences have appeared in constant flux during the campaign, this was not 
because of the uncertainty of the political product offered. Rather, surveys and polls 
presented a lack of trust in the political class, who were perceived as political entrepre-
neurs and self-interested office-seekers. This was a negative campaign, fueled by anger, 
resentment, and the quest for political revenge. For the political campaigners, consol-
idating votes on the basis of hatred of the other seemed to be a more immediate and 
efficient strategy to gain votes. Opposition PPP leader Lee Jun-seok’s strategy seemed 
successful in consolidating young male voters in their 20s. However, following the 
coalition building between Yoon and Ahn, female voters in their 20s and 30s mobilized 

11  Narae Jang, “Yoon Suk-yeol, ‘Abolishing the Ministry of Gender Equality and Family’ on His Face-
book after Compromising with Lee Jun-seok,” The Hankyoreh, January 7, 2022,   https://www.hani.
co.kr/arti/politics/politics_general/1026468.html.
12  Jaehoon Lee, “The Political Fund Reached 1.2 Billion Korean Won (about 1million USD) for the 
Party Leader Sim Sang-jung Showing Sorry for Unable to Vote for Her at the Presidential Elections,” 
The Hankyoreh, March 10, 2022, https://www.hani.co.kr/arti/politics/politics_general/1034326.html.
13  Scott A. Snyder, “South Korea’s Presidential Election: What to Know,” March 3, 2022,  https://
www.cfr.org/in-brief/south-korea-presidential-election-candidates-platforms-foreign-policy-issues.
14  Jeongmin Kim, “Yoon Suk-seol Backs ‘Pre-Emptive Strike’ to Stop North Korean Hypersonic 
Attacks,” NK News, January 11, 2022, https://www.nknews.org/2022/01/yoon-suk-yeol-backs-pre-
emptive-strike-to-stop-north-korean-hypersonic-attacks/.
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their strategic votes to support Lee Jae-myung. In that sense, Jin-wook Shin points 
out that Lee Jun-seok’s strategy was not successful.15 Shin also notes that while Korea, 
as an advanced country, ranks first in economic growth and growth in exports in the 
post-pandemic era, it also ranks first in rates of suicides, poverty, and industrial death. 
As class solidifies as a point of political divide, it is now conventional wisdom in Korea 
that politics represents the interests of the wealthy.16

Why Did The Ruling Democratic Party Lose? 

At a first glance, the DP’s defeat may appear puzzling. South Korea received global 
praise for its handling of the COVID-19 pandemic. The country’s testing, tracking, and 
tracing (3T) strategy and tight regulation of its borders meant that Korea suffered both 
a lower number of deaths compared to most other countries and that its infection cases 
remained at a comparatively low level, at least until early 2022, when the spread of the 
Omicron variant led to a spike in daily cases in excess of 600,000.17 

Yet, what domestic voters experienced was not the global acclaim for South Korea’s strat-
egy, but rather a lack of support for small business, made worse by constant restrictions 
on citizens, customers, and visitors. A slow start in the vaccination program negatively 
impacted the country’s domestic reputation, despite the fact that it soon managed to catch 
up in the mass vaccination program and, later, its administration of boosters. Further, 
restrictions did nothing to cushion the impact of the Omicron variant in the run-up to 
the election, as daily cases surged considerably and hospitals were overwhelmed. Time is 
often of the essence in politics, and the DP and the Moon administration found them-
selves at the tail end of their widely-heralded success in the handling of the pandemic. 
Additionally, scandals affected both sides, but the Moon administration struggled to 
recover from the Cho Kuk scandal, which was in fact exposed by the investigation of 
then-Moon-appointed prosecutor Yoon Suk Yeol.18 If Moon had reacted to people’s 
anger and addressed their grievances more promptly, the reputation of the DP adminis-
tration would have been less tarnished and Yoon’s political stance would have not risen 
to the presidential candidacy. 

The housing scandals made an already challenging situation worse: critical was the failure 
of the real estate policy taxing homeowners who own more than one house at a time 
when many non-homeowners found it difficult to cope with the soaring housing prices 
that saw some people becoming suddenly very rich through real estate speculation. The 
electoral result in Seoul shows clearly that those homeowners, especially along the Han 

15  Shin, “Igniting Place for the Struggles.”
16  Jin-wook Shin, “The Old Coachman Is about to Whip,” The Hankyoreh, February 15, 2022, https://
www.hani.co.kr/arti/opinion/column/1031197.html.
17  “S. Korea’s New COVID-19 Cases Spike to over 600,000 amid Omicron Spread,” Yonhap News 
Agency, March 17, 2022, https://en.yna.co.kr/view/AEN20220317002651320.
18  Youngmi Kim, “South Korea’s Political Pendulum Swings Again: The ‘Old Boys’ Are Back 
after April 7 by Elections in Seoul and Busan,” The Diplomat, May 1, 2021, https://thediplomat.
com/2021/04/south-koreas-political-pendulum-swings-again/.
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River,19 mostly supported Yoon Suk Yeol. Support for Yoon was strong in expensive 
housing areas, while support for Lee was stronger in cheaper housing areas.20 This again 
shows a clear economic polarization among the citizenry. However, on the national level, 
voters showed patterns of “class betrayal” voting behavior,21 as Yoon received higher 
voters from people with monthly income below 2 million Korean won.22 Further, the 
failure of real estate policy and high taxation policy toward ordinary people was not 
just Moon’s administration policy but rather a long-term DP policy hailing back to the 
Kim Dae-jung administration. 

While roughly half of the voters supported Lee Jae-myung, his campaign was inevitably 
affected by the outbreak of a scandal over the housing development policies in Daejang-
dong. Daejangdong is a district in the city of Seongnam, where Lee served as mayor, and 
the issue took place during his term in office. Additionally, the sexual harassment cases 
of two former DP mayors in Seoul and Busan and of the former governor in Chungnam 
contributed to the defeat in the 2021 bi-elections. As such, the new Yoon administration 
would be best served by learning lessons from why and how the Moon administration 
lost these elections despite earlier landslide victories in the latest parliamentary elections, 
which led to a DP super-majority in the National Assembly. Beyond this, the election 
result suggests three main considerations that may help account for the election’s results. 

Political Cleavages, Old and New

Traditionally, South Korean voters—especially since democratization in 1987—voted 
along regional and ideological lines, with the central provinces acting as critical swing 
votes.23 In the 2022 presidential election, regionalism continued to play some role, with 
Yoon performing better in loyal conservative strongholds in the southeast Yeongnam 
region, and the progressives performing better in the southwest Honam region.24

Additionally, recent trends in the previous general and presidential elections in 2000s 
show the emergence of new cleavages by wealth and class. The most recent elections since 

19  Yeongjae Joo, “Voters along with the Han River Voted for Yoon Seok-yeol,” Kyunghyang Sinmun, 
March 20, 2022, https://www.khan.co.kr/economy/real_estate/article/202203200755001.
20  Taehwa Kang, Suhyun Nam, “Having the Price of the Properties in Order among 424 Dongs in 
Seoul…Yoon’s Votes Represent the Voters with the (Higher) Price of Properties,” The Joongang, 
March 14, 2022, https://www.joongang.co.kr/article/25055110#home.
21  Won Taek Kang, “Hanguk Seongeoeseoui Gyegeup Baeban Tupyowa Sahoe Gyecheong (Class 
Betrayal Voting in South Korean Elections,” Hanguk Jeongdang Hakhoebo (Korean Political Parties 
Research Association Journal) 12, 25, no. 3 (2013): 5-28.
22  Jongwon Chae, “6 out of 10 People with Monthly Income below 2 Million Won Voted for Yoon,” 
Maeil Kyeongje, March 24, 2022, https://www.mk.co.kr/news/politics/view/2022/03/269908/.
23  Youngmi Kim, The Politics of Coalition in Korea: Between Institutions and Culture (London: Taylor 
and Francis, 2011): 98-110. 
24  For more research on cleavages and regionalism see Youngmi Kim, The Politics of Coalition in Ko-
rea and Youngmi Kim and Sunhee Park, “Emerging Cleavages in Korean Society: Region, Genera-
tion, Ideology, and Class,” in Korea’s Quest for Economic Democratization: Globalization, Polarization 
and Contention, ed.Youngmi Kim (Cham: Springer International Publishing, 2018), 63-88.
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local elections in 2019 also reveal clear cleavages in gender and generation.25 While this 
may be at times referred to as an example of the “gender and generational conflict,” what 
has not been adequately addressed is how social, economic, and political polarization in 
South Korea has become more acute since the early 2010s. 

The Moon administration was born out of former President Park Geun-hye’s impeach-
ment in 2017, and nationwide candlelight vigils’ support yielded a super-majority of the 
seats in the National Assembly in 2020, with the DP gaining 180 seats out of 300. Until 
this election, Korea had experienced two rounds of two consecutive presidents from the 
same political camp: the progressive Kim Dae-jung and Roh Moo-hyun administrations 
were followed by the conservative Lee Myong-bak and Park Geun-hye administrations. 
This trend was broken in the 2022 election. Voters’ loyalty waned as they seemed to 
constantly switch allegiance. The two main competitors pitted the voters against each 
other, polarizing them by their social, economic, and political status. The result was that 
younger voters in their 20s and 30s replaced voters in theirs 40s and 50s as the new 
swing voters.

Factionalism and Intra-Party Politics

Since the leading presidential candidates were non-core members of their respective 
political parties, internal factional struggles emerged starkly during the presidential 
campaigns. Lee’s internal competitors from the DP only supported his electoral campaign 
in the later stages, not showing consolidated internal support from the party. Yoon Suk 
Yeol was also confronted with ongoing internal conflicts, especially with the party leader 
Lee Jun-seok, who does not have a significant internal party base as a newcomer himself 
who has never been elected as an Assemblyman in the general elections.  

Coalition-Building

Coalition politics is one of the most regular features of South Korean electoral politics. 
Building coalitions has not only allowed leaders to forge winning electoral coalitions, 
but also reconfigure political parties after the elections to secure majorities in parliament.
Ahn Cheol-soo, the presidential candidate from the third largest political party, PP, built 
a coalition with Yoon Suk Yeol on March 3, six days before the presidential election, 
pledging his support for Yoon in return for the development of a coalition government 
with Yoon and his party. While some observers see a coalition between Yoon and Ahn 
as one of the main reasons for Yoon’s eventual victory,26 others argue that it did not quite 
play such a crucial role.27 Traditionally, building coalitions among political parties has 
been a key winning strategy in South Korea since democratization.28 In the first week 

25  Kim and Park, “Emerging Cleavages in Korean Society, 63-88.
26  Jaeseong Yoo, “Without Coalition It Would Have Lost…,” Maeil Kyungje, March 28, 2022,  https://
www.mk.co.kr/news/politics/view/2022/03/280189/.
27  Byunghun Kim, “No Effect of Coalition…,” Maeil Sinmun, March 10, 2022,  https://mnews.imaeil.
com/page/view/2022031003373187509.
28  Kim, Youngmi, The Politics of Coalition in Korea, 2-7.
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of the opinion poll in March, Yoon Suk Yeol received 45.1 percent, Lee Jae-myung 
40.6 percent, Ahn Cheol-soo 7.1 percent, and Sim Sang-jung 1.9 percent.29 In a March 
2 public poll by Media Research, Lee received 45 percent while Yoon received 44.9 
percent.30 Given such a close margin, coalition building with Ahn certainly played a 
crucial role, though some supporters of Ahn withdrew their support for him.31 

However, despite his promise to form a coalition government, the Yoon administration 
did not appoint anyone from Ahn’s faction for key positions, ranging from the prime 
minister’s post to the eighteen ministers of the new administration.32 This contrasts 
with the coalition government of Kim Dae-jung and King Jong-pil in 1998, when 
there was a clear distribution of ministers between each factions per their coalition 
agreement.33 Accordingly, Ahn and his allies protested that their voices have not been 
heard or reflected in the appointments for the new administration.34 This election has 
shown how smaller parties struggle to gain enough seats to represent minority interests, 
and by building a coalition with the PPP, Ahn Cheol-soo also seems to have given up 
on his life-long political agenda of multi-party systems enhancing fair representation 
of the various people’s interests.

Conclusion and Outlook

South Korea’s 2022 presidential election was marred by negative messaging and personal 
attacks against candidates and their immediate families, marked by resentment and 
promises of political revenge. No matter how depressing, this was a rather accurate, if 
bleak, snapshot of the state of Korean politics and society, which have become extremely 
polarized. Policy preferences of either candidates or voters did not appear to strongly 
shape voting behavior. Foreign policy was also notably absent. By contrast, gender, 
generation, and class have emerged as strong predictors of voting behavior, replacing 
region and ideology. 

29  Seoin Lee, “Real Meter 20th Presidential Elections Survey over the Three Months,” Incheon Today, 
March 3, 2022, https://www.incheontoday.com/news/articleView.html?idxno=215827.
30  Seokhyun Ko, “Presidential Elections D-7 Lee Jae-myung 45%, Yun Seok-yeol 44.9%, 0.1% Differ-
ence,” The JoongAng, March 2, 2022, https://www.joongang.co.kr/article/25052291#home.
31  Yoonju Kang, “Cheolsu Betrayed…. Resentful Supporters for Ahn over the Thunder-
bolt Coalition,” Hankook Ilbo, March 3, 2022, https://m.hankookilbo.com/News/Read/
A2022030308060002235.
32  Moonkwan Kim, “No Ahn’s Faction for the New Cabinet Positions. The Future of the 
Coalition Government,” Chosun Biz, April 13, 2022, https://biz.chosun.com/policy/poli-
tics/2022/04/13/6G7YX6BBMRBVPEGWG2EMRHQS34/.
33  Yujin Lim, “Power Distribution Is an Illusion…Coalition Government with the Case of DJP 
Coalition Government,” News Tomato, April 15, 2022, https://www.newstomato.com/ReadNews.as-
px?no=1117572. Dongyun Seong, “Yun Seok-yeo Focus, Yoon and Ahn Coalition Government, the 
Difference from the DJP Coalition,” Monday News, April 14, 2022, http://www.wolyo.co.kr/news/
articleView.html?idxno=203821. 
34  Seongjae Kim, “No One from Ahn’s Faction in the Second Round of the New Government 
Administrative Appointments, Ahn Will not Recommend Any for the Last Two Positions”, Chosun 
Ilbo, April 14, 2022, https://www.chosun.com/politics/2022/04/14/UVG7I5G5E5E75KSKLLQLFU-
JZWE/.
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The challenges awaiting President Yoon and his team are daunting. On the domestic 
front, a housing crisis, popular discontent with economic inequalities, the lack of oppor-
tunities for South Korean youth, and deepening inter-generational tensions are just some 
of the priorities to confront. Internationally, navigating the fallout of Russia’s invasion 
of Ukraine on the East Asian and global security architecture constitutes a tall order for 
any administration, further compounding the challenges of managing the intensifying 
U.S.-China great power competition amidst renewed missile testing from North Korea. 

The forthcoming local elections will be an early test for the new Yoon-Ahn coalition. 
The new coalition government’s preparation committee faced considerable opposition in 
the parliament as it sought to select government officials for the new government. And 
Yoon’s decision to move the president’s residence out of the Blue House to Yongsan—the 
site of a former U.S. army base—already stirred huge controversy, not least because of the 
exorbitant cost associated with moving. Negotiation between the future government’s 
committee members and Moon’s committee has resulted in several prominent disagree-
ments, including on the budget for relocating the presidential office and residence to 
Yongsan and on the appointment of the prime minister. Yoon’s newly appointed ministers 
have been labeled seoyuknam, meaning “male Seoul National University graduates in their 
60s,”35 many of whom are likely to be Yoon’s old-time friends, colleagues, or classmates. 

Political revenge may have successfully catapulted Yoon into his new presidential resi-
dence. Yet, society remains divided and grievances unaddressed. Korea’s politics of resent-
ment and revenge is likely to go through a new phase, but will not go away any time 
soon. In the immediate, it is likely that the Yoon administration will maintain its focus 
on the economy, just as it had done during the campaign. Adjustments are expected in 
South Korea’s regional and global posture, with a different stance toward Japan, possibly 
over historical disputes, and a firmer alignment with the United States with respect to 
China and North Korea. 
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Party Politics and Foreign Policy in Japan: The LDP-Komeito Ruling 
Coalition, the Opposition, and Why They Matter

Adam P. Liff

Since the conservative Liberal Democratic Party (LDP)’s return to power exactly a decade 
ago, many observers have again come to take as given the LDP’s alleged dominance of 
Japan’s national politics and foreign policy decision-making.

On the one hand, there is no question that the LDP is Japan’s most powerful political 
party today. Over the four general elections since 2012, the LDP has consistently won 
between fifty-six and sixty-one percent of the 465 seats in the powerful Lower House of 
Japan’s parliament, the Diet. In other words, it has enjoyed a single-party majority there 
for a decade. Last October’s general election was a case-in-point: despite widespread 
voter discontent related to the government’s COVID-19 response, the LDP continued 
its streak, winning fifty-six percent of Lower House seats. In contrast, the strength of 
its only conceivable peer competitor, the left-of-center Constitutional Democratic Party 
of Japan (CDP), fell from 109 to 96 seats (twenty-one percent).

On the other hand, despite the LDP’s decade-long uninterrupted string of national 
election victories, single-party majorities in the Lower House, and apparent lock on 
both the prime ministership and cabinet, its leaders’ ability to achieve their foreign policy 
ambitions has been far more circumscribed than both superficial assessments based on 
the LDP’s Diet strength and widespread rhetoric about transformation suggest. Claims 
of LDP dominance and radical shifts in Japan’s security policy trajectory under Shinzo 
Abe, Japan’s longest-serving prime minister (2012-2020) and, by most accounts, one of 
its most powerful, are an especially salient example. They tend to overlook major LDP 
policy concessions and, in key instances, failed initiatives, including on some of Abe’s 
most coveted personal goals and key aspects of his and the LDP’s grand ambitions for 
a more fundamental transformation of Japan’s security posture.1 

Though the forces shaping Japan’s foreign policy decision-making are myriad and hardly 
limited to party politics, in keeping with the unifying theme of this issue, this short 

1  Adam P. Liff and Phillip Y. Lipscy. “Japan Transformed? The Foreign Policy Legacy of the Abe 
Government.” Journal of Japanese Studies 48, no. 1 (2022): 123-147.
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article briefly highlights two ways that non-LDP parties shape the vector of Japan’s 
security policy trajectory.

First, the LDP rules not by itself, but in coalition with another party: Komeito. Further-
more, its own candidates’ electoral success owes much to a “strange bedfellows”-type 
partnership with its junior coalition partner that affords the latter considerable, if often 
inconspicuous, influence. Of particular note, the two parties’ electoral co-dependency 
enables the much-smaller Komeito to punch significantly above its weight on national 
security policy-related matters highly salient to its lay-Buddhist, pacifistic support base. 
Second, the LDP has generally been much less popular than its impressive electoral 
victories and single-party majority in the Lower House suggest. This reality counsels 
caution as it concerns any LDP ambitions that could risk a popular backlash at the 
ballot box. Appreciating these two factors is essential for understanding and anticipating 
Japan’s foreign policy past and present, and anticipating its possible future trajectory. 
This is particularly true when it comes to some of the LDP’s most widely discussed 
and longstanding, but as yet unachieved, policy ambitions, such as formally revising 
the so-called Article Nine “peace clause” of Japan’s never-amended 1947 constitution. 

In an era characterized by rapidly shifting regional and global power balances, the 
resurgence of geopolitical and geoeconomic competition in East Asia and beyond, and 
urgent calls from prominent LDP politicians and Japan’s U.S. ally for Tokyo to do 
significantly more in the national security space, the large and small ways that non-LDP 
parties can constrain the ambitions of Japan’s political leaders is often overlooked. Yet for 
understanding some of the most fundamental questions of interest to policymakers in 
Washington and beyond, appreciating the direct and non-direct influence of non-LDP 
parties is critical. The LDP is undoubtedly Japan’s most powerful party, but uncritical 
assumptions of LDP dominance often confuse more than they enlighten.

Intra-Ruling Coalition Dynamics as Constraints on LDP Ambitions

Though observers are correct to point out stable and strong LDP leadership and the 
party’s repeated success in national elections as enablers of significant changes to Japan’s 
security policy over the past decade, inconspicuous structural forces and intra-coalition 
dynamics can make the LDP’s junior coalition partner a major constraint on its ambi-
tions—yet one that for nearly a quarter-century a succession of LDP leaders have judged 
their party cannot do without.

Indeed, frequent commentary referring to the LDP as “Japan’s [sole] ruling party” or 
conflating the LDP and the government neglects a fundamental reality of contemporary 
Japanese politics: the LDP neither runs Japan’s government nor develops its electoral 
strategy by itself. Since 1999, apart from the 2009-2012 period of rule by the erstwhile 
leading opposition Democratic Party of Japan (DPJ), the LDP has ruled Japan in a 
stable coalition with Komeito. These two parties not only govern together, but they also 
cooperate closely in national elections.
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The two parties today continue their electoral cooperation despite the LDP having 
won a single-party majority in every Lower House election since 2012, and Komeito’s 
relative unpopularity among the Japanese public. Merely four percent of voters support 
Komeito, and it lacks significant strength in the Diet, where it occupies only thirty-two 
Lower House seats (seven percent).2 Appreciating why the LDP-Komeito partnership 
has persisted the past two decades despite these realities is vital to understanding why 
Komeito enjoys disproportionate influence in the ruling coalition, especially as related 
to national security policy.

LDP-Komeito electoral co-dependence translates into Komeito being able to punch 
significantly above its ostensible weight. Particular features of Japan’s politics and mixed 
electoral system mean that to get elected, in many single-member districts LDP candi-
dates depend on mutual stand-down agreements and Komeito’s own supporters turning 
out to vote for them.3 In short, the LDP could conceivably lose its single-party majority 
in the Lower House without Komeito support. Both parties are aware of this reality, 
which enables Komeito leaders to assert themselves on issues of particular importance 
to their base, many members of which are affiliated with a lay-Buddhist and pacifistic 
organization known as Soka Gakkai. 

Komeito influence manifests clearly on several of the most famous and potentially 
consequential aspects of the LDP’s ambitious security reform agenda making headlines 
today, and about which Komeito leaders have repeatedly expressed concerns, such as 
LDP calls to revise Article Nine, to double Japan’s defense spending to two percent of 
gross domestic product, or to develop counter-strike capabilities.4 It also manifests else-
where, such as in differing views concerning Japan’s approach to China. LDP politicians 
generally support a much harder line toward Beijing than their Komeito counterparts.5 
An especially important recent example of Komeito’s influence is the LDP-Komeito 
government’s historic 2017 proposal to revise Japan’s constitution, including Article Nine, 
which has been a defining feature of Japan’s foreign policy posture since 1947. By the 
time the proposal draft had made its way through intra-coalition negotiations, it bore 
no resemblance to LDP preferences as reflected in the LDP’s 2012 draft proposal on 
constitutional revision.6 The 2012 proposal, which the LDP released when both parties 

2  NHKニュース. “各党の支持率は NHK世論調査,” March 14, 2022. https://www3.nhk.or.jp/news/
html/20220314/k10013531061000.html. 
3  The analysis and argument of this paragraph are developed more fully in Adam P. Liff and Ko 
Maeda. “Electoral Incentives, Policy Compromise, and Coalition Durability: Japan’s LDP–Komeito 
Government in a Mixed Electoral System.” Japanese Journal of Political Science 20, no. 1 (March 
2019): 53–73.
4  Japan News. “Yomiuri Survey of Candidates / LDP, Komeito Split Over Defense Issues,” October 
29, 2021; 日本経済新聞. “公明幹事長、敵基地攻撃に慎重 「どういう事態想定か」,” December 24, 
2021. https://www.nikkei.com/article/DGXZQOUA24ADN0U1A221C2000000/.
5  For example, a recent poll found that seventy-five percent of LDP candidates in the 2021 election 
considered China a “threat” (kyōi); in contrast, only seventeen percent of Komeito candidates did. 朝
日新聞デジタル. “「中国に親しみ感じない」最多は自民、共産3→21%　朝日東大調査,” October 
29, 2021. https://www.asahi.com/articles/ASPBY4K86PBVUTFK019.html.
6  See discussion in Liff and Maeda, 67-69.
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were out of power, and therefore did not need to factor in Komeito’s preferences, had 
called for extensive revisions to Article Nine. These included deleting the original second 
clause stipulating that “land, sea and air forces, as well as other war potential, will never 
be maintained,” and adding a new clause on “territorial integrity.”7 None of these LDP 
preferences appeared in the proposal the government put forward in 2017, which was 
based instead on a minimalist 2004 proposal from Komeito. It merely called for leaving 
Article Nine’s two existing clauses intact while adding a third clause that simply stated 
the constitutionality of Japan’s Self-Defense Forces. On this score, the historic 2017 
proposal reflected the LDP essentially deferring to Komeito preferences.8 

In sum, it is critically important to recognize that the LDP rules in coalition and 
its junior partner can wield considerable influence in foreign policy decision-making, 
especially on national security matters. Therefore, it can be problematic when media or 
commentators treat the LDP as the “ruling party,” conflate outspoken LDP politicians’ 
rhetoric or party-centered initiatives or proposals (e.g., LDP campaign manifestos) 
with government pledges or policies, or assume political parties’ relative Diet seat totals 
translate directly into relative legislative and policy influence. 

Even a Fractious and Disorganized Opposition Still Matters 

In stark contrast to the relative internal stability and consistent coordination and success 
in national elections of the LDP-Komeito coalition, Japan’s major opposition parties 
have been in disarray since the DPJ’s catastrophic defeat in 2012 and dissolution in 2016.
The left-of-center CDP is the closest thing to a DPJ successor party, but it holds only 
140 seats across the Diet’s two houses, and less than one-third as many seats (96) as 
the ruling coalition in the more powerful Lower House. As noted above, the CDP 
actually lost seats in the 2021 Lower House election, despite voter discontent with the 
government so widespread that the incumbent LDP prime minister, Suga Yoshihide 
(2020-2021), opted not to even run for re-election. Recent efforts by opposition parties 
to merge or coordinate in national elections have repeatedly failed to deliver; one exam-
ple is a controversial partnership between the CDP and Japan’s Communist Party last 
autumn. After the LDP, the CDP is the second-most popular political party in Japan, 
but there is a big gap. It currently enjoys the support of only six percent of the public, so 
the CDP’s prospects for winning a national election or forming a government anytime 
soon seem dubious.9

Though it is true that the LDP faces no credible peer competitor, its continued co-de-
pendence on Komeito reflects another important reality: the LDP is usually not nearly 
as popular as its Diet seat totals suggest. LDP support is all relative, and the majority 
of the Japanese public are not LDP partisans. The LDP cannot count on a reliable base 

7  自由民主党, “日本国憲法改正草案,” 2012, https://constitution.jimin.jp/document/draft/
8  See discussion in Liff and Maeda, 67-69. Despite LDP concessions, five years later the revision 
proposal has still not come up for a Diet vote.
9  NHKニュース. “各党の支持率は NHK世論調査,” March 14, 2022. https://www3.nhk.or.jp/
news/html/20220314/k10013531061000.html.
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of majority popular support and stalwart LDP supporters to turn out en masse each 
election, much less to guarantee a Diet majority every time.

This reality was clear even in the 2012 landslide victory that propelled the LDP back 
to power. Looking beyond the headline result of Diet seat totals and, to quote political 
scientist Robert Pekkanen in his post-mortem a decade ago: “The LDP didn’t win: 
everyone else lost.”10 Even among those who have voted for the LDP in recent elections, 
their choice appears often to be due to a perceived lack of alternatives, rather than strong 
positive feelings about the LDP or its policy agenda.11 A March 2022 poll from national 
public broadcaster NHK showed roughly the same percentage of the public supporting 
the LDP (thirty-eight percent) as supporting no party at all (thirty-six).12  

These data suggest that impressive headline-generating victories in recent elections 
mask soft support for the LDP. One likely implication is that the LDP could find 
itself politically vulnerable if it either loses Komeito support, which could potentially 
compromise electoral cooperation, and/or if it pushes too far or too fast on issues that 
risk angering and mobilizing disaffected voters.

LDP leaders only need to reference the recent past to see that voter enthusiasm and 
anger as compared to apathy and disillusionment can be critical variables in determin-
ing its electoral outcomes. A major sub-plot of the 2009 election, which saw a surge in 
support for the DPJ lead to its gain of 195 seats and a historic non-LDP single-party 
super-majority, was Japan’s highest voter turnout in decades at sixty-nine percent. In 
that high turnout election, the LDP lost 177, or sixty percent, of its seats. In contrast, the 
LDP’s landslide victory just three years later, which saw it win back roughly the same 
number of seats (an additional 175) and capture its own super-majority in the Lower 
House (sixty-one percent of seats), coincided with the lowest voter turnout (fifty-nine 
percent) under Japan’s 1947 constitution. Two years later, the 2014 election set a new 
post-war low of fifty-three percent turnout, a number upon which the 2017 and 2021 
elections would only barely improve.13

Thus, the LDP’s string of national electoral victories since 2012 does not appear to be 
attributable to robust, much less majority, voter support. LDP leaders are well aware that 
their post-2012 success has been enabled in part by the four lowest-turnout elections 
in Japanese history. In contrast, the last high turnout election (2009) saw it lose 177 of 
296 seats in the Lower House. These data, coupled with the two most recent landslide 

10  Robert Pekkanen. “The 2012 Japanese Election Paradox: How the LDP Lost Voters and Won the 
Election.” The National Bureau of Asian Research, December 18, 2012. https://www.nbr.org/publica-
tion/the-2012-japanese-election-paradox-how-the-ldp-lost-voters-and-won-the-election/.
11  “NHK poll: Cabinet support rate at 46%,” NHK, January 9, 2017, https://www3.nhk.or.jp/nhk-
world/en/news/20180109_32/ 
12  NHK 2022. When the seven percent who answered “I don’t know” or did not answer is factored 
in, the percentage of voters who do not support a party increases to forty-three percent.
13  Voter turnout data from 総務省. “国政選挙における投票率の推移.” Accessed March 20, 2022. 
https://www.soumu.go.jp/senkyo/senkyo_s/news/sonota/ritu/index.html.
https://www.soumu.go.jp/main_content/000255919.pdf. 



[28] Georgetown Journal of Asian Affairs

Policy Forum

elections (2009 and 2012), counsel LDP leaders to tread carefully. If the LDP were 
to mobilize non-LDP supporters through over-reach on an issue of high salience to 
Komeito’s base and/or voters who have stayed home or only grudgingly voted for the 
LDP in recent elections—such as an effort to radically revise Article Nine—they may 
again find themselves out of power.14

The LDP Is Not as Dominant as It May Look

One of the defining stories of the past decade of Japanese national politics has been 
the LDP’s remarkably consistent and commanding performance across the past four 
elections in Japan’s Lower House; the LDP won comfortable single-party majorities 
every time. If one’s assumptions about political power and influence stop with a super-
ficial analysis based strictly on seats in Japan’s Diet, it appears self-evident that the 
LDP dominates Japanese politics today. Dig under the surface, however, and it becomes 
clear that, though the LDP is undoubtedly Japan’s most powerful and popular political 
party, its power and influence are relative. As measured by policy outcomes on key 
security issues where its preferences differ significantly from those of its junior coali-
tion partner and/or mainstream public opinion, this presumed dominance appears far 
more limited. Unfortunately, media and commentary on Japanese security policy often 
confuses noise—e.g., the loudest or most provocative LDP calls for what some in the 
party think should happen—with a signal of what the government has done or is likely 
to be able to achieve in terms of actual policy.

The recent mixed foreign policy record of former Prime Minister Abe, who left office 
as, at least by some accounts, Japan’s most ambitious and transformative prime minister 
as it concerns foreign policy, provides some cases-in-point.15 Abe and his allies achieved 
significant reforms of Japan’s national security-relevant institutions and policies, yet a 
comparison of stated ambitions to actual outcomes also reveals significant concessions, to 
Komeito in particular, or examples where they effectively failed to achieve a key initiative 
altogether. This was true despite the LDP’s significant victories in every national election 

14  Public opinion concerning Article Nine revision is notoriously difficult to pin down, and can vary 
depending on the poll, how the question about constitution revision is asked (including whether 
Article Nine is specified), and which approach to revision—among several vastly different possi-
bilities—the questioner or respondent has in mind (e.g., the Komeito’s minimalist approach or the 
LDP’s more radical one), which is often unclear. Various polls released upon the constitution’s seven-
ty-fifth anniversary (May 2022) found differing results. Both Japan’s major left-of-center and right-of 
center newspapers found thin majority (fifty-six or sixty percent, respectively) support for constitu-
tional revision overall. Specific to Article Nine the left-of-center newspaper found fifty-nine percent 
opposed (thirty-three percent in favor). The right-of-center newspaper found a roughly-even split 
(fifty percent in favor; forty-seven percent not) in support for revising Article Nine’s second clause 
concerning “war potential” never being maintained, but that the vast majority of the public (eighty 
percent) wishes to keep Article Nine’s first (“renunciation of war”) clause. 朝日新聞デジタル.「憲
法改正」と「9条改正」に温度差ある世論 論点はさまざま.” May 14, 2022, https://www.asahi.com/
articles/ASQ5F3555Q56UZPS003.html?iref=ogimage_rek; 読売新聞オンライン. “憲法改正「賛成」
６０％、「自衛のための軍隊保持」は４５％…読売世論調査.” May 3, 2022. https://www.yomiuri.
co.jp/election/yoron-chosa/20220502-OYT1T50225/.
15  Liff and Lipscy, “Japan Transformed?” 123-147.
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with Abe at the helm, exceptionally stable cabinets, relatively high public support, and 
widespread elite and public recognition of Japan’s worsening security environment.16

Conclusion

This article has highlighted only two of the diverse and complex political factors that 
shape the vector of Japan’s foreign policy trajectory, with a particular focus on security 
policy. In keeping with this issue’s theme, it focused on how non-LDP political parties 
can shape Japanese leaders’ calculations about how far, and how quickly, to pursue their 
ambitious security agendas. The regional and global security environment is rapidly 
changing and, by most accounts within Japan, it is increasingly foreboding.17  Against 
this backdrop, understanding the role of these parties is of more than just academic 
importance.

While the LDP remains uniquely powerful in contemporary Japanese politics, any anal-
ysis that conflates the LDP and the coalition government or focuses exclusively on LDP 
Diet seat numbers or cabinet support rates for measuring influence and predicting policy 
outcomes is missing much of the politics that shapes Japan’s security policy trajectory. 
Despite the conspicuous disarray among relatively unpopular opposition parties and the 
lack of an obvious threat to the LDP’s status as Japan’s most popular and influential party, 
LDP leaders’ policy ambitions are powerfully constrained by the coalition government, 
the LDP’s reliance on electoral cooperation with Komeito, and lukewarm public support. 
However unlikely at present, an unexpected domestic or international crisis, an unraveling 
of the two-plus-decade LDP-Komeito partnership, and/or a mobilization of anti-LDP 
voters by opposition parties on a highly-politically salient issue (e.g., if the LDP moves 
to gut Article Nine) could cause a major reordering of Japan’s national politics. Even if 
no other political party repeats the DPJ’s 2009 success and wins a single-party majority 
in the Lower House, one only needs to look to the 2000s for an example of a “twisted 
Diet,” when an opposition party controlled the Upper House, or to the 1990s for an 
example of an anti-LDP coalition government. 

This short article has focused narrowly on party politics and national security policy, but 
it is also important to note that the LDP is not a monolith. Its most famous, conserva-
tive, and loudest voices do not always represent the entire party. The LDP has its own 
complex intra-party politics and diverse views among its roughly 370 Diet members 
on both domestic and foreign policy. Furthermore, the LDP and other political parties 
are not diametrically opposed on all major foreign policy issues. The experience of DPJ 
rule from 2009-2012, which saw a left-of-center government pursue a significant secu-
rity policy reform agenda, is just one example of the ways in which the partisan divide 

16  Adam P. Liff. “Japan’s Defense Reforms Under Abe: Assessing Institutional and Policy Change.” In 
The Political Economy of the Abe Government and Abenomics Reforms, Takeo Hoshi and Phillip Y. 
Lipscy, eds., (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2021), 479–510.
17  Sheila A. Smith, “Japan’s Military Reforms are Long Overdue,” Room for Debate (New York Times), 
August 20, 2015, https://www.nytimes.com/roomfordebate/2015/08/18/should-japan-allow-its-mili-
tary-to-fight-in-foreign-wars/japans-military-reforms-are-long-overdue. 
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on foreign policy today is not nearly as stark as it was in previous generations, from 
support for free trade to Japan’s incrementally more ambitious security policy reforms 
in response to a rapidly changing external environment.18 Following the unprovoked 
and ongoing invasion of Ukraine by Russia, which also neighbors Japan, and fears of a 
possible conflict across the Taiwan Strait, the gaps concerning security policy may be 
shrinking even further. Furthermore, the LDP is hardly a monolith, and its most famous, 
conservative, and loudest voices do not necessarily represent the party in its entirety. 
Indeed, the LDP has its own complex intra-party politics and diverse views among its 
roughly 370 Diet members on both domestic and foreign policy. 

This leads to two final takeaways. First, regardless of whether the LDP continues its 
remarkable electoral success, nuanced analysis of inter-party dynamics will continue to 
be essential for understanding, and anticipating changes to, Japan’s foreign policy. Second, 
party politics are just one of several factors that will shape the trajectory. Regardless 
of which political party or parties are in charge of Japan’s government, external vari-
ables ranging from China’s growing power and influence and North Korea’s advancing 
nuclear and missile programs to persistent concerns about U.S. economic and security 
commitments are all but certain to continue playing a central role.

Adam P. Liff is Associate Professor of East Asian International Relations at Indiana University’s 
Hamilton Lugar School of Global & International Studies, where he also serves as founding 
director of its 21st Century Japan Politics & Society Initiative. He holds a PhD and M.A. in 
Politics from Princeton University, and a B.A. from Stanford University.

18  Liff and Lipscy, “Japan Transformed?” 123-147.
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Weak Party Systems and Idiosyncratic Policies in Southeast Asia

Andreas Ufen

This paper examines the more or less weak institutionalization of parties and party 
systems in Indonesia, Thailand, and Philippines—countries with a long tradition of 
electoral politics that were or have been democracies.1 Weak institutionalization is 
connected to personalism, clientelism, executive aggrandizement, and idiosyncratic 
policies by executive heads. “Continuity among party alternatives”2 or “stability of inter-
party competition”3 is characteristic of well-institutionalized party systems. This also 
involves real competition: a system dominated by one party like in Vietnam, Laos, 
or Singapore can hardly be seen as well-institutionalized. Continuity is more likely 
if party identification and party membership are on average high because this usually 
means that parties survive for a long time and represent social groups on the basis of 
programmatic incentives. 

Party and Party System Institutionalization

More institutionalized party systems tend to be more stable if parties have strong roots in 
society. In these systems, parties accept each other as legitimate and they represent certain 
voter groups with distinct programmatic offers. They also feature low electoral volatility 
and party identification tends to be high. A weak institutionalization of parties usually 
results in a fluctuating competition between parties. Then, the party system does not 
develop a structured form of inter-party relations. The more voters identify with a party, 

1  Andreas Ufen, “Political Party and Party System Institutionalisation in Southeast Asia: Lessons 
for Democratic Consolidation in Indonesia, the Philippines and Thailand,” Pacific Review 21, no. 3 
(2008): 327–355; Allen Hicken and Erik Kuhonta, Party and Party System Institutionalization in Asia 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014); Aurel Croissant and Philip Völkel, “Party System 
Types and Party System Institutionalization. Comparing New Democracies in East and Southeast 
Asia,” Party Politics 18, no. 2 (2012): 235–62.
2  Vicky Randall and Lars Svåsand Party, “Institutionalization in New Democracies,” Party Politics 8, 
no. 1 (2002): 5–29.
3  Scott Mainwaring and Mariano Torcal, “Party System Institutionalization and Party System Theory 
after the Third Wave of Democratization,” in Handbook of Party Politics, ed. Richard S. Katz and Wil-
liam J. Crotty (London: SAGE Publishing, 2006), 204–27.
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the more dedicated members the party has, and the more concrete the party platform 
is, the more can a party be seen as well-institutionalized. However, it is conceivable that 
a party fulfills these criteria, but is totally dependent on a few people, maybe only on 
one charismatic and/or populist leader. In that case, the institutionalization is shallow 
because the party can easily fall apart after the fall of the leader. 

A well-institutionalized party system has to be flexible enough to absorb both new polit-
ical ideas and political movements. Party organization needs to be capable of employing 
new forms of campaigning, for example, via new social media, and to address demands 
for new forms of intra-party decision-making. Only then will parties be able to prevent 
their own ossification and/or decline. 

A party system based on personalistic parties fighting each other is less institutionalized 
than one based on programmatic parties, especially when the platforms are not ready-
made in accordance with voter survey data but are consistent and generated through 
long-term and systematic communication with members and supporters.4 Continuities 
of party competition tend to produce continuities at the level of platforms and policies. 
In contrast, idiosyncratic policies thrive in an environment of weakly institutionalized 
party systems. 

Party Systems in Thailand, Indonesia, and the Philippines

In Thailand, parties from the onset were programmatically weak and factionalized; 
social cleavages did structure the party system only superficially.5 Most of the time, 
authoritarian regimes, often led by the military, prevented substantial party competition. 
Beginning in the 1970s, a slow democratization began. In the 1980s, Thailand had a 
hybrid political system, with parliament-backed General Prem Tinsulanond as Prime 
Minister (1980-88) heading a cabinet mixing technocrats and politicians. After a coup 
in 1991 and a popular uprising in 1992, a form of electoral democracy was established. 
Within the weakly institutionalized party system a newly created business-firm party, 
Thai Rak Thai (“Thais love Thais”) or TRT,6 gained a hegemonic position profiting from 

4  This does not indicate that socially rooted and highly organized parties are immune against radical-
ization and personalization. The party system of the Weimar Republic in Germany in the 1920s and 
early 1930s was well-institutionalized according to different criteria, but it was extremely polarized. 
Some parties had their own paramilitary groups and openly fought against democracy. To improve 
democratic quality, a party system should allow for peaceful competition between contenders that 
perceive each other as well as the political system at large as legitimate.
5  Erik Kuhonta, “Thailand’s Feckless Parties and Party System: A Path-Dependent Analysis,” in Party 
System Institutionalization in Asia: Democracies, Autocracies, and the Shadows of the Past, ed. Allen 
Hicken and Erik Kuhonta (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014), 280–306; Paul Chambers 
and Napisa Waitoolkiat, “Faction Politics in an Interrupted Democracy: The Case of Thailand,” Jour-
nal of Current Southeast Asian Affairs 39, no. 1 (2020): 144–166. James Ockey, “Variations on a theme: 
societal cleavages and party orientations through multiple transitions in Thailand,” Party Politics 11, 
no. 6 (2005): 728–47.
6  Duncan McCargo and Ukrist Pathmanand, The Thaksinization of Thailand (Copenhagen: Nordic 
Institute of Asian Studies, 2005); Pasuk Phongpaichit and Chris Baker, Thaksin (Chiang Mai: Silk-
worm Books, 2009).
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the 1997 constitutional reforms. Although the reforms were designed to strengthen 
parties and the multi-party system, they unintendedly paved the way for undermining 
genuine competition. 

Thaksin Shinawatra, a billionaire and media czar, used his empire to craft intricate 
electoral campaigns and to expand his party by co-opting other party leaders down 
to the provincial level. He led the TRT like a firm, engaged employees from his own 
corporation in the party, and used surveys to set up a platform with innovative policies 
such as a universal healthcare scheme, a debt moratorium for farmers, cheap credits for 
more than two million households, support for small- and medium-sized enterprises, etc.7 
These policies helped to establish some programmatic linkages in rural areas combined 
with clientelist ties.8 After winning the 2001 elections with a simple majority, the TRT 
restricted political competition, weakened or even absorbed rival parties, and attained a 
hegemonic position until the military staged a coup in 2006. Arguably, the democratic 
backsliding under Thaksin, the polarization in the streets, and the two military coups in 
2006 and 2014 could possibly have been avoided if strong parties in a well-institution-
alized multi-party system would have been able to represent voters in a way that would 
have hindered extra-parliamentary groups from dominating politics. 

The TRT has been replaced by a range of successor parties such as Phuea Thai (“For 
Thais”), now the major main opposition party in the country. If Phuea Thai with its 
chief patron Thaksin Shinawatra succeeds in the coming elections, Thaksin may end his 
self-imposed exile overseas.9 

In contrast to Thailand, democratic breakdown has been avoided in Indonesia despite 
the steady democratic backsliding since the 2010s10 and the rise of the populist Prabowo 
Subianto.11 One of the reasons has been a multi-party system strong enough to with-
stand the rise of a hegemonic party. Moreover, the practice of forming pre-electoral 
coalitions and parliamentary grand or rainbow coalitions is a barrier against executive 
aggrandizement.

The party system was shaped by strong cleavages in the 1950s and dominated by four 
big parties rooted in a multi-religious, partly secular, and nationalist; a communist; a 

7  Andrew Brown and Kevin Hewison, “’Economics is the Deciding Factor’: Labour Politics in Thak-
sin’s Thailand,” Pacific Affairs 78, no. 3 (2005): 353–75.
8  Illan Nam and Viengrat Nethipo, “Building Programmatic Linkages in the Periphery: The Case of 
the TRT Party in Thailand,” Politics & Society (2021).
9  Termsak Chalermpalanupap, “Thailand’s Main Opposition Party Hopes for a Landslide Election 
Victory: A Realistic Goal or Just a Dream?” ISEAS Perspective 2021/161, https://www.iseas.edu.sg/
wp-content/uploads/2021/11/ISEAS_Perspective_2021_161.pdf.
10  Thomas Power and Eve Warburton (ed.), Democracy in Indonesia: From Stagnation to Regression? 
(Singapore: ISEAS Publishing, 2020).
11  Edward Aspinall, “Oligarchic Populism and Economic Nationalism: Prabowo Subianto’s Challenge 
to Indonesian Democracy,” Indonesia 99 (2015): 1–28.
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traditionalist Islamic; and a modernist Islamic social milieu, respectively.12 Under Presi-
dent Suharto during the authoritarian New Order era (1966–98), the Communist Party 
was banned, its members persecuted, and party politics generally strongly restricted. 
With re-democratization in 1998/99, the party system of the 1950s re-emerged, but 
without the still banned Communist Party, with the former regime party Golkar, and 
with a much more splintered scenery of Islamic and Islamist parties. Subsequent reforms, 
especially the introduction of a full presidential system complemented by direct local 
elections, engendered the emergence of a range of parties serving as vehicles for potential 
presidential candidates. 

The Indonesian party system is less institutionalized today than it was in the early 2000s 
because of the presidentialization of political parties13 and the still growing commer-
cialization of politics,14 but the defeat of presidential candidate Prabowo in 2014 and 
2019 by Joko Widodo (“Jokowi”) is testimony to a certain resilience of the polity against 
anti-liberal assaults. 

In the Philippines a politician comparable to Prabowo, Rodrigo Duterte, is scarcely 
hindered by coalition partners, that is other parties than his own, to search for compro-
mises for his policies. Duterte was backed by the Partido Demokratiko Pilipino—Lakas 
ng Bayan (Democratic Party of the Philippines—Strength of the Nation) or PDP-LA-
BAN,15 but parties are not very important. Parties are so weak that many MPs defect 
to the camp of the President in order to get better access to patronage.

The weak institutionalization of political parties goes back to the time when under U.S. 
colonialism highly restricted elections were allowed. This resulted in the emergence of 
parties controlled by a tiny elite and without mass membership. Such elitist parties also 
predominated during the first democracy that started after the Second World War and 
ended in 1972. During this period, the Nacionalista Party (NP) and the Liberal Party 
(LP) competed in a two-party system but were programmatically scarcely different 
from each other.16 

Since 1986, after the fall of Ferdinand Marcos, a multi-party system has emerged. 
Generally, parties are factionalized, candidate-centered, have no meaningful platforms 

12  Andreas Ufen, “From Aliran to Dealignment. Political Parties in Post-Suharto Indonesia,” South 
East Asia Research 1 (2008): 5–41.
13  Andreas Ufen, “Party presidentialization in post-Suharto Indonesia,” Contemporary Politics 24, no. 
3 (2018): 306–324; David J. Samuels and Matthew S. Shugart, Presidents, Parties and Prime Ministers: 
How Separation of Powers Affects Party Organization and Behaviour (Cambridge: Cambridge Univer-
sity Press, 2010).
14  Edward Aspinall and Ward Berenschot, Democracy for Sale: Elections, Clientelism, and the State in 
Indonesia (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2019).
15  Claudio Lisandro, Philippines: Has Duterte Changed the Rules Ahead of Midterm Elections? The 
News Lens, 30 January 2019, https://international.thenewslens.com/article/112820.
16  Paul D. Hutchcroft and Joel Rocamora, “Strong Demands and Weak Institutions: The Origins and 
Evolution of the Democratic Deficit in the Philippines,” Journal of East Asian Studies 3, no. 2 (2003): 
259–292.
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and do not dispose of an active and nationwide party apparatus.17 Voters elect candidates 
without taking notice of the party membership of these candidates. Therefore, a strong 
orientation towards personalities, often coming from one of the old families or clans 
that have ruled the country for decades, is characteristic for the Philippines.

Personalism and Idiosyncratic Policies

If voters are predominantly mobilized via a populist discourse and/or material incentives, 
for example clientelistic ties or vote buying, it would be surprising to find politicians 
formulating policies built on consistent, calculable, and realistic programmatic premises. 
Elected executives tend, rather, to produce policies18 marked by centralization, radical-
ization, and sudden shifts.

Indeed, Thaksin and Duterte centralized and personalized policymaking to a large 
extent. A good example for a radicalization of policies is Duterte’s so-called war against 
drugs with thousands of killings.19 To Duterte, drug consumption and pushing are the 
root causes for criminality and the allegedly disastrous state of the nation. Likewise, 
Thaksin’s war on drugs in the early 2000s involved the extrajudicial killings of at least 
2,800 people.20 

The best example for a sudden policy shift has been Duterte’s foreign policy as he turned 
to China and Russia at the expense of the traditionally very close ties to the U.S. When 
it turned out Duterte’s massive infrastructure program did not really benefit from the 
Belt and Road Initiative, and that China pursued an aggressive posturing in the South 
China Sea,21 Duterte reinstated security ties with the U.S. and confirmed agreements 
allowing US troops to operate from Philippine military bases. He even endorsed the 
AUKUS security pact. While supporters of Duterte’s diplomacy see elements of a 
more independent Philippine foreign policy, critics point to the total lack of a grand 

17  Julio Teehankee, “The Philippines,” in Political Parties and Democracy: Western Europe, East and 
Southeast Asia 1990-2010, ed. Jean Blondel, Takashi Inoguchi and Ian Marsh (Basingstoke, Hamp-
shire: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012), 187–205; Julio Teehankee, “Factional Dynamics in Philippine Party 
Politics, 1900–2019,” Journal of Current Southeast Asian Affairs 39, no.1 (2020): 98–123; Allen Hicken, 
Edward Aspinall and Meredith Weiss (ed.), Electoral Dynamics in the Philippines: Money Politics, Pa-
tronage, and Clientelism at the Grassroots (Singapore: NUS Press, 2019).
18  According to Destradi and Plagemann foreign policymaking by populists is more centralized and 
personalized (see: Sandra Destradi and Johannes Plagemann, “Populism and International Relations: 
(Un)predictability, personalisation, and the reinforcement of existing trends in world politics,” Review 
of International Studies 45, no. 5 (2019): 711–730. 
19  Nicole Curato, “Flirting with Authoritarian Fantasies? Rodrigo Duterte and the New Terms of 
Philippine Populism,” Journal of Contemporary Asia 47, no. 1 (2017): 142–153; Mark R. Thompson, 
“Duterte’s Violent Populism: Mass Murder, Political Legitimacy and the ‘Death of Development’ in 
the Philippines,” Journal of Contemporary Asia 52, no. 3 (2022): 404. 
20  “Thailand: Prosecute Anti-Drugs Police Identified in Abuses. Authorities Need to Combat 
Chronic Lack of Oversight, Accountability in Police Work,” February 7, 2008, https://www.hrw.org/
news/2008/02/07/thailand-prosecute-anti-drugs-police-identified-abuses.
21  Derek Grossman “Duterte’s Dalliance with China Is Over,” last modified November 2, 2021, 
https://www.rand.org/blog/2021/11/dutertes-dalliance-with-china-is-over.html.
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strategy and the weakening of the country as a regional promoter of democracy and 
human rights.22 

In Indonesia, such sudden and fundamental policy shifts are improbable. So far, the 
country’s foreign policy has been marked by continuities. President Joko Widodo not 
only needs support from his own party, the Partai Demokrasi Indonesia-Perjuangan 
(“Indonesian Democratic Party of Struggle”) or PDI-P, that is still dominated by the 
former Indonesian president Megawati Sukarnoputri, but also from a grand coalition that 
includes other political parties. Besides, he has had to co-opt his former rival Prabowo 
and conservative Muslims like his Vice President Ma’ruf Amin. Duterte, in contrast, is 
less constrained in this regard. He even directly attacked the pope and called him “son 
of a bitch”; an Indonesian president who says the same about a leading Islamic leader 
would immediately lose the backing by many allies.

In a party system where all or almost all parties are weakly institutionalized, new parties 
such as TRT can emerge and attain a hegemonic position in a short time. Arguably, such 
a meteoric ascent is easier to achieve in presidential systems where political parties are 
subject to the logic of very powerful presidents who need parties only to a small extent 
in order to mobilize electoral support. Yet, in the Philippines a hegemonic party did 
not evolve because of the subordinated role played by parties in general. In Indonesia, 
political parties are much more important, but also increasingly presidentialized; this 
is epitomized by new parties serving mostly as vehicles for presidential candidates, by 
the rise of outsiders relatively independent from political parties such as Jokowi, and 
the flattening of programmatic profiles. But in Indonesia legacies of parties ingrained 
in socio-cultural streams or milieus as well as the exigency for presidential candidates 
to attain stable party support ahead of and after elections have confined the process of 
presidentialization since the full presidential system was introduced ahead of the 2004 
elections. President Jokowi needed to sustain continuities in essential policy areas, espe-
cially foreign politics. In Indonesia, executive aggrandizement and/or the rise of populism 
are still to an extent checked by a range of relatively well-institutionalized parties.

Andreas Ufen is a Senior Research Fellow at the German Institute for Global and Area Studies 
(GIGA), Hamburg, and an Adjunct Professor of Political Science at the University of Hamburg. 
His main research interests are political parties, elections, democratization, political financing, 
and populism in Southeast Asia, especially in Indonesia and Malaysia.

22  Rasti Delizio, “Duterte’s Last SONA Only Magnifies His Reactionary Foreign Policy,” last modified 
August 2, 2021, https://www.rappler.com/voices/thought-leaders/opinion-duterte-last-sona-on-
ly-magnifies-reactionary-foreign-policy/.
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During the Donald Trump administration, U.S. policy towards China hardened signifi-
cantly—though at times erratically—against what was seen as malign Chinese govern-
ment economic practices and growing assertiveness on the global stage. In a show 
of remarkable convergence in Washington, senior Trump administration leaders and 
bipartisan majorities in Congress implemented a wide range of measures to counter the 
multifaceted challenges posed by Chinese government practices, including its perceived 
unfair economic practices, human rights abuses, and global influence operations. This 
article argues that these bipartisan majorities in Congress have been and continue to be 
the main factor driving the hardening of U.S. policy toward China. Despite the broad 
consensus driving China policy in Washington, many in the United States have lagged 
in supporting a tougher approach towards China, including large swaths of the Ameri-
can public, business leaders, and state and local governments. The success of future U.S. 
policies depends on whether the Administration working with the Congress can create 
a strategy that counters Chinese challenges and address persistent domestic obstacles.

In 2018, following the Trump administration’s unprecedented labeling of China as the 
number one national security threat facing the United States, convergence grew. National 
defense strategies and congressional majorities supported sweeping legislation calling 
for a whole-of-government response to the China challenge.1 Bipartisan majorities in 
Congress developed and sustained a tough approach to China, especially as President 
Trump vacillated between waging a trade war with China and cooperating with Chinese 
President Xi Jinping on trade agreements, arguably for Trump’s personal political gain. 
The hardening approach towards China in Congress reflects various parochial constituent 
interests as well as broader national concerns, with a common urgency that China’s rise, 
if not countered by American-led efforts, would fundamentally endanger American 

1  The White House, National Security Strategy of the United States December 2017, https://www.
whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/NSS-Final-12-18-2017-0905.pdf; United States 
Department of Defense, Summary of the National Defense Strategy of the United State, January 2018, 
https://www.defense.gov/Portals/1/Documents/pubs/2018-National-Defense-Strategy-Summary.
pdf.
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interests and livelihoods as China rewrites the rules of the “liberal international order.”2 

This tough approach, however, did not receive universal acclaim. The renewed intensity 
of the U.S.-China rivalry proved disruptive in Asia, with some praising the U.S. turn 
towards the Indo-Pacific while others were wary of being caught between great power 
competition. Further, Trump’s unpredictable approach unsettled allies and attracted 
criticism on both sides of the Pacific. Numerous commentators in the United States, 
including Joseph Biden and most Democratic Party presidential candidates, as well as 
many opinion leaders around the world, saw the Trump administration’s unilateral and at 
times needlessly confrontational approach to China as wrong-headed and unsustainable. 

The continued deterioration of U.S.-China relations also alarmed some China special-
ists, businesses, universities, and investors in the United States with strong stakes in 
U.S. engagement with China. Critics of a tough approach to U.S. China policy view 
the policies as exaggerating China’s strengths and U.S. weaknesses, pursuing unrealistic 
policies that would weaken the U.S. economy and hollow out scientific and technological 
development, increasing danger of great power war, and inflaming anti-Chinese and 
anti-Asian assaults and discrimination in American society.3 

Facing this opposition, Congress argued that significant China challenges nevertheless 
should not be ignored and continued to lead the push to revamp U.S. policy towards 
China. Washington’s view of China would take time to spread to those Americans that 
were still wedded to decades-long U.S. efforts at positive engagement with China. In 
U.S. media coverage, President Trump’s erratic behavior crowded out measured assess-
ments of the new policy approach in favor of coverage of the president’s latest antics. 
Democratic presidential candidates and media coverage of their primary campaigns 
remained focused heavily on U.S. domestic concerns, giving very little attention to any 
substantial danger posed by China.4 

The massive impact of the COVID-19 pandemic during the 2020 election campaign 
saw President Trump and his administration attack China as the source of the pandemic. 
This led to highly inflammatory rhetoric that coincided with a sharply negative turn 
in American public and media opinion of Chinese actions that has persisted. When 

2  David Lynch, “Trump’s Raise the Stakes Strategy,” Washington Post, July 21, 2018, A14; Robert 
Sutter, “Pushback: America’s New China Strategy,” The Diplomat, November 2, 2018, https://thedip-
lomat.com/2018/11/pushback-americas-new-china-strategy/
3  National Committee on U.S.-China Relations, “Open Letter: China is not An Enemy,” July 3, 2019, 
https://www.ncuscr.org/news/open-letter-china-is-not-the-enemy; Ryan Hass, “China Is Not Ten 
Feet Tall,” Foreign Affairs, March 3, 2021, https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/china/2021-03-03/
china-not-ten-feet-tall; Evelyn Cheng, “Cutting China off from the U.S. Would Cost America 
Hundreds of Billions of Dollars,” CNBC, February 18, 2021, https://www.cnbc.com/2021/02/18/
us-china-decoupling-would-cost-america-hundreds-of-billions-of-dollars.html; Li Zhou, “The 
Danger of Anti-China Rhetoric,” Vox, August 5, 2021, https://www.vox.com/22558949/china-vio-
lence-asian-americans. 
4  Robert Sutter and Satu Limaye, A Hardening US-China Competition: Asia Policy in America’s 2020 
Elections and Asian Responses (Honolulu: East-West Center, 2020), 7.
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candidate Biden was attacked for being soft on China, he shifted to a much tougher 
stance. Many expected that Biden would be more moderate, nuanced, and reassuring in 
dealing with Beijing.5 While the Biden administration has been much more systematic 
and methodical than Trump, it has continued most of Trump’s China policies. As pres-
ident, Biden has continued to add to the various U.S. countermeasures of the Trump 
administration against Chinese practices.6

Tense U.S.-China rivalry carries fraught implications for regional peace, stability, and 
development. After discussing the impact of Congress on U.S. China policy, this paper will 
survey the three key China challenges motivating congressional action, before concluding 
with assessments for U.S. strategy towards China moving forward. Understanding the 
determinants of this rivalry are essential in dealing with its future implications.

The Importance of Congress in Recent U.S.-China Policy

After over four years of effort, bipartisan congressional majorities remain determined 
to defend the United States against the serious, multifaceted challenges posed by the 
Chinese party-state. Congress has exerted more influence over U.S. China policy than 
in any other period in American history, an outsized role that will continue into the 
foreseeable future.7 

The Trump administration’s National Security Strategy in December 2017 employed 
harsh rhetoric about China not seen in official administration documents since before 
the Nixon administration. It viewed Beijing as a predatory rival and the top danger to 
American national security.8 Congressional members of both parties seemed to agree 
and began to act. The year 2018 became the most assertive period of congressional work 
on China since the tumultuous decade after the Tiananmen crackdown. Extraordinary 
cooperation between the White House and Congress broke the mold of past practice 
where the U.S. Congress usually served as a brake to overenthusiastic presidential initia-
tives in dealing with China. The close alignment of the administration and bipartisan 
congressional majorities paved the way for a tougher U.S. policy approach to China.9

5  Sutter and Limaye, A Hardening US-China Competition, 7-16, 25-26. 28, 30-32,37-38, 40-42; 
Thomas Wright, Point of No Return: The 2020 Election and the Crisis of American Foreign Policy 
(Sydney: Lowy Institute, October 2, 2020); “Would a Biden administration be softer than Trump on 
China?” Economist, July 29, 2020, https://www.economist.com/united-states/2020/07/30/would-a-
biden-administration-be-softer-than-trump-on-china.
6  Robert Sutter, “Congress is More Important than Ever in US China Policy,” The Diplomat, January 
11, 2022 https://thediplomat.com/2022/01/congress-is-more-important-than-ever-in-us-china-pol-
icy/.   
7  Jeff Moon, “It’s Official: The Biden Administration Has Outsourced China Policy to Congress, The 
Hill, February 19, 2022, https://thehill.com/opinion/international/595041-its-official-the-biden-ad-
ministration-has-outsourced-china-policy-to.    
8  The White House, National Security Strategy of the United States.
9  Robert Sutter, “The 115th Congress Aligns With The Trump Administration in Targeting China,” 
Pacific Forum CSIS Pacnet, no. 62 (August 30, 2018).
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Congress’ bipartisan turn toward viewing China as a serious threat was evident in the 
selection of witnesses by both the Republican majority and the Democratic minority for 
congressional committee hearings on China. In the past, those selections would include 
prominent witnesses who favored constructive U.S. engagement with China; however, 
beginning in 2018, congressional committees started inviting only those with more 
hawkish views.10 Reflecting the bipartisan agreement in dealing with what was often 
depicted as an acute Chinese threat to the United States, Senate Republican and Demo-
cratic leaders cooperated in warning against Chinese illicit acquisition of U.S. military 
and dual-use technology.11 The most senior Senate Democrat, Patrick Leahy, an expert 
on development issues, joining longtime hardline China critic Marco Rubio in attacking 
China’s controversial Belt and Road Initiative highlighted the growing consensus.12 

In 2019, Democratic chair of the Senate Intelligence Committee Mark Warner and his 
Republican counterpart Marco Rubio made remarkable efforts to provide briefings for 
congressional members and relevant U.S. companies about the serious threat posed by 
China’s quest for advanced technology.13 With their House counterparts, Warner and 
Rubio pushed the U.S. Intelligence Community to advance initiatives to defend the 
United States from the dangers of Chinese espionage, technology theft, and influence 
operations.14 The leadership of House and Senate Armed Services Committees were 
similarly cooperative in endorsing annual defense authorization bills that contained 
sometimes sweeping countermeasures against Chinese challenges. Republicans and 
Democrats in both foreign policy committees took a hawkish approach to China legis-
lation despite sometimes differing approaches between proposals in each chamber.15  

The Three Challenges China Poses to U.S. interests and The Global Order

Bipartisan majorities in Congress along with administration leaders have shown ever 
clearer awareness of the challenges posed by China to U.S. interests and the open world 

10  Claudia Rosett, “A Vital Warning About China and the Looming ‘Decade of Concern,’” PJMedia, 
May 18, 2018, https://pjmedia.com/claudiarosett/a-vital-warning-about-china-and-the-looming-
decade-of-concern/. 
11  “Bipartisan Groups of Senators Urge Administration to Safeguard Critical Military and Du-
al-Use Technology from China,” United States Senate Release, May 22, 2018, https://www.cornyn.
senate.gov/content/news/bipartisan-group-senators-urge-administration-safeguard-critical-mili-
tary-and-dual-use.
12  Siobhan Hughes and Josh Zumbrun, “Senators Signal Concerns Over China’s Global Invest-
ments,” Wall Street Journal, August 5, 2018, https://www.wsj.com/articles/senators-signal-con-
cerns-over-chinas-global-investments-1533517099.
13  “Special Report: China and America,” Economist, May 16, 2019, https://www.economist.com/spe-
cial-report/2019/05/16/trade-can-no-longer-anchor-americas-relationship-with-china.
14  “Global China: Assessing Beijing’s Growing International Influence,” Brookings Institution 
October 19, 2020 [remarks by Adam Schiff] https://www.brookings.edu/events/global-china-assess-
ing-beijings-growing-influence-in-the-international-system/. 
15  “Risch, Crapo on Final Passage of China Legislation,” James E Risch Press Release, June 8, 2021, 
https://www.risch.senate.gov/public/index.cfm/2021/6/risch-crapo-on-final-passage-of-china-legis-
lation.   
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order it supports. Overall, those challenges can be grouped in three categories.16 

First, the over three decades of rapid development in the PRC has seen Chinese modern 
military power tipping the balance in the Indo-Pacific, enabling Chinese territorial 
expansionism, and undermining U.S. alliances and partnerships by seeking dominance 
in the region.

Second, China’s similarly longstanding efforts to use state-directed development policies 
to plunder foreign intellectual property rights and undermine international competitors 
have increasingly profound negative impacts on U.S. and Western interests. Beijing does 
so with hidden and overt state-directed economic coercion, egregious government subsi-
dies, import protection, and export promotion using highly protected, state-supported 
products to weaken (and often destroy) foreign competition in key industries. Dominance 
in major high technology industries and military power to displace the United States 
has become Beijing’s goal, securing China’s primacy in Asia and world leadership.

Third is China’s challenge to global governance. More than any other major power, 
Beijing leverages economic dependence, influence operations (including elite capture), 
and control of important infrastructure to compel deference to its preferences. In the 
Indo-Pacific region, these practices are backed with intimidation by Chinese military 
power. China has sought to legitimate its predatory economic practices and territorial 
expansionism and opposes efforts in international organizations to promote account-
able governance, human rights, and democracy. Beijing also has sought to undermine 
U.S. alliances that are perceived to impede China’s rise while supporting the forceful 
foreign advances of Russia and the rule of other authoritarian world leaders who are 
often corrupt and unaccountable to their citizens. 

Seeking to avoid Chinese dominance appears to remain a strong overall driver of the 
efforts of bipartisan majorities in Congress and administration partners to defend Amer-
ica against these challenges.17

Fading Ambivalence, Hardening Resolve against China

Despite the growing consensus in Washington on the importance of strategic compe-
tition with China, from 2018 to 2019, this alignment of government policymakers in 
Washington faced major uncertainties. Most immediate was the absence of support 
for a tougher China policy from the broader American public and many state and local 

16  Robert Sutter, “China’s Challenges and Effective Defense: America’s Conundrum,” Pacific Forum 
CSIS Pacnet, no. 47 (October 14, 2021); Robert Sutter, “Will Congress Be A ‘Spoiler’ in Biden’s 
China Policy,” The Diplomat, January 8, 2021, https://thediplomat.com/2021/01/will-congress-be-a-
spoiler-in-bidens-china-policy/. 
17  Robert Sutter, “Trump, America and the World—2017 and Beyond,” H-Diplo/ISSF POLICY Series 
(January 19, 2019), https://networks.h-net.org/node/28443/discussions/3569933/issf-policy-se-
ries-sutter-trump%E2%80%99s-china-policy-bi-partisan; US-China Policy Foundation Newsletter, 
“US View of China Competition,” May 21, 2021, https://uscpf.org/v3/2021/05/21/us-china-compe-
tition/.
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officials, who remained largely ambivalent on China. These citizens and officials disap-
proved of many Chinese government actions but also sought to avoid confrontation 
and develop constructive ties. Mainstream U.S. media initially gave more attention to 
President Trump’s seemingly erratic swings between lauding his personal friendship 
with Chinese leaders and condemning Chinese trade practices, giving less attention to 
the broad policy change taking place in Washington. President Trump’s unpredictable 
discourse on China also further complicated broader collaboration between the executive 
and legislative branch on an effective strategy toward China. Finally, significant economic 
costs of the tougher approach toward China soon materialized with the administration’s 
punitive tariffs starting the so-called trade war beginning in 2018, inviting wide criticism 
by Democratic presidential candidates.18 

Despite such obstacles, Congress proved much more resolute than President Trump and 
Democratic presidential candidates in establishing legal frameworks that institutionalized 
the “whole-of-government” effort countering China’s challenges. Notably, the National 
Defense Authorization Act (NDAA) passed in 2018, the most important foreign policy 
legislation that year, underlined an array of congressional initiatives hardening U.S. policy 
toward China.19 The NDAA accused Beijing of using military modernization, influence 
operations, espionage, and predatory economic policy to undermine the United States 
and its interests abroad. To combat this, the law outlined a whole-of-government U.S. 
strategy. For example, the Defense Department was required to submit a 5-year plan to 
bolster the strength of the United States as well as that of its allies and partners in the 
Indo-Pacific region. The authority and scope of the Maritime Security Initiative covering 
Southeast Asia was extended to include the Indo-Pacific region. China’s participation 
in the Rim of the Pacific naval exercises was prohibited, reports on China’s military and 
coercive activities in the South China Sea became required, and the scope of the annual 
report to Congress on Chinese military and security developments were broadened to 
include generic “malign activities,” including information and influence operations, as 
well as predatory economic and lending practices.

The Act also reaffirmed various aspects of longstanding American commitments to 
Taiwan and contained a separate set of provisions to modernize, strengthen, and broaden 
the scope of the interagency body the Committee on Foreign Investment in the United 
States (CFIUS) to more effectively guard against the risk to U.S. national security seen 
posed by Chinese and other predatory foreign investment. It also included key reforms 
in U.S. export controls that would better protect emerging technology and intellectual 
property from Beijing and other potential adversaries.

18  Sutter “Trump, America and the World”; Sutter and Limaye, A Hardening US-China Competition, 
3-4; Chicago Council on Global Affairs, “China Not Yet Seen as a Threat by the American Public,” 
October 19, 2018, https://www.thechicagocouncil.org/research/public-opinion-survey/china-not-
yet-seen-threat-american-public.
19  Vivian Salama, “Trump Signs Defense Bill to Boost Military, Target China,” Wall Street Journal, 
August 13, 2018, https://www.wsj.com/articles/trump-signs-defense-bill-to-boost-military-target-
china-1534196930.
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Congress has driven the so-called Washington Consensus to end previous engagement 
in favor of strong opposition to Beijing. U.S. public opinion, media, state and local offi-
cials, candidate Biden, and other Democratic candidates were originally not supportive 
of the sharp turn against China. And President Trump and the administration moder-
ated to some degree public pressure on China during the year-long trade negotiations 
in 2019. However, bipartisan majorities in Congress sustained efforts to support the 
whole-of-government pushback against Beijing’s behavior. Only after two years did the 
consensus to become more broadly accepted by the broader American public and other 
players, including Joseph Biden.20 The COVID-19 pandemic hitting the United States 
during the presidential campaign of 2020 was the turning point that gave rise to strong 
and broad American media and public disapproval of China’s government behavior. 
Since then, both Trump and Biden emphasized toughness toward China.21

Biden Administration Developments

President Biden’s priorities have focused on countering the pandemic, reviving the 
stalled economy, reducing partisan government gridlock and mass protests undermin-
ing democratic process, and protecting minority rights. Coming second, foreign policy 
involved close cooperation with allies and partners, multilateral solutions on public health, 
climate change and nuclear nonproliferation, and a priority to U.S. interests in Asia.22 

Biden took office amid a crescendo of anti-China Trump administration actions designed 
to constrain moderation by the new administration. Congress remained steadfast as it 
held over many of the 300 legislative proposals that targeted China at the end of the 
116th Congress. Against this background, Biden joined bipartisan majorities in Congress, 
strongly warning against major dangers posed by China’s challenges. Methodical and 
well-coordinated Biden government statecraft sustained and sometimes advanced exist-
ing structures involving trade, human rights, and other disputes with China. High-level 
exchanges with Chinese leaders came only after high-level U.S. consultations with key allies 
and partners. Substantial changes in U.S. strategy toward China awaited policy reviews 
that remained incomplete or unannounced after a year in office. For its part, Beijing offered 

20  Yasmeen Serhan, “Consensus Isn’t Always a Good Thing,” The Atlantic, October 5, 2021, https://
www.thechicagocouncil.org/research/public-opinion-survey/china-not-yet-seen-threat-american-
public. 
21  Craig Kafura, “Americans Favor US-China Trade, Split over Tariffs,” The Chicago Council on 
Global Affairs, September 3, 2019, https://www.thechicagocouncil.org/publication/lcc/americans-
favor-us-china-trade-split-over-tariffs; Robert Sutter, “Has US Government Angst Over the China 
Danger Diminished?” Asia-Pacific Bulletin, no. 497 (January 2020); Dan Haverty and Augusta 
Saraiva, “When It Comes to China, Americans Think Like Trump,” Foreign Policy, July 30, 2020, 
https://foreignpolicy.com/2020/07/30/pew-research-trump-china-american-public/; Laura Silver, 
Kat Delvin, and Christine Huang, “Americans Fault China for Its Role in the Spread of COVID-19,” 
Pew Research Center, July 30, 2020, https://www.pewresearch.org/global/2020/07/30/americans-
fault-china-for-its-role-in-the-spread-of-covid-19/.
22  Bonnie Glaser and Hannah Price, “Continuity Prevails in Biden’s First 100 Days,” Comparative 
Connections 23, no.1 (May 2021): 29-37.
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no compromises and continued advancing practices challenging American interests.23

The Biden-Xi summit in November 2021 marked a pause rather than a breakthrough 
in strategic competition. Modest agreements came from small mutual compromises 
resulting in China’s release of some detained U.S. citizens in China, stationing more 
U.S. journalists in China, and selling some strategic oil reserves to reduce high prices of 
oil.24 Such positive developments, however, were overshadowed at the turn of the year by 
the U.S. official boycott of the China-hosted winter Olympics; strident Chinese oppo-
sition to the Biden administration’s Summit of Democracies; acute U.S.-China rivalry 
accompanying Secretary of State Antony Blinken’s first trips to Africa and Southeast 
Asia; tightening U.S. trade restrictions on a number of Chinese firms on security and 
human rights grounds; and stronger cooperation between the United States and its allies 
and partners in Europe and Asia targeting Chinese assertive actions, malign economic 
practices, and human rights abuses.25 

Congressional prominence showed in an array of legislative initiatives, notably with 
Congress passing and the president signing the authoritative National Defense Autho-
rization Act of 2022 that contained numerous anti-China measures. Congressional 
leaders also worked to reconcile Senate and House differences over Senate leader Charles 
Schumer’s 2,200 pages U.S. Innovation and Competition Act targeting China.26

Outlook: U.S. Obstacles and Shortcomings Amid Continued Congressional Resolve

Expanding Chinese influence represents the most important obstacle to U.S. efforts to 
compete effectively with China. Chinese leaders have followed a clear strategy using a 
combination of impressive positive incentives and coercive mechanisms to achieve their 
objectives. Coercive pressures are increasingly on display in China’s assertive expansion 
in disputed territory in Asia; the widespread use of economic leverage to compel compli-
ance with China’s ambitions; and so-called wolf warrior diplomacy that is intended to 
intimidate foreign opposition. 

23  “Bizarre Bills against China Stack Up in US Congress,” Global Times, June 18, 2020, https://www.
globaltimes.cn/content/1191994.shtml; Glaser and Price, “Continuity Prevails in Biden’s First 100 
Days”; Bonnie Glaser, “The Descent Continues,” Comparative Connections 23, no.2 (September 
2021): 25-32; Ryan Hass, “How China is Responding to Escalating Strategic Competition with the 
US,” China Leadership Monitor, March 1, 2021, https://www.prcleader.org/hass; Robert Sutter, 
“China’s Challenges and Effective Defense: America’s Conundrum,” Pacific Forum CSIS Pacnet, no. 
47 (October 14, 2021).
24  Robert Zoellick, “Joe Biden Must Build on His Dialogue with Xi Jinping,” Financial Times, Decem-
ber 8, 2021, https://www.ft.com/content/372ce716-c2d5-42a9-814e-bca5c0c43388; Bonnie Glaser, 
“US-China Relations” Comparative Connections 23, no.3 (January 2022): 32.
25  Glaser, “US-China Relations,” 33-38. 
26  Institute for China-America Studies, “ICAS Trade N Tech Dispatch,” December 17, 2021; Daniel 
Flatley and Anna Edgeton, “House Leaders Near Agreement on Stalled China Competition Bill,” 
Bloomberg, January 12, 2022, https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2022-01-12/house-lead-
ers-assembling-compromise-on-china-competition-bill. 
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In contrast to Beijing’s consistency and resolve are gaps in U.S. effectiveness.27 For 
example, the Biden administration has worked for more than a year to create a viable 
national security strategy to reflect the fundamental shift from past constructive engage-
ment with China to acute U.S. rivalry. While moving from engagement to rivalry has 
been underway for four years, it was carried out in unilateral and erratic ways by the 
Trump administration, thereby accelerating the decline of the United States relative to 
China. The Biden government, on the one hand, attempts to demonstrate at home and 
abroad that its recent posture emphasizing strong rivalry with China is here to stay and 
that the unpredictable and unilateral America first policies of the Trump government 
represented an aberration in America’s longstanding regional leadership. On the other 
hand, the Democrats’ poor showing in the November 2021 elections raised the specter 
of a return of Donald Trump to the White House in the 2024 election, which suggests 
that Biden policies in seeking cooperation with allies and partners and other systematic 
measures to deal with China’s challenges may not last.28

Other gaps involve U.S. businesses, universities, and other organizations closely engaged 
with China, along with prominent China specialists who have argued for greater moder-
ation in dealing with China. For example, Chinese authorities are resorting to unprec-
edented efforts to outmaneuver U.S.-led restrictions on high technology exports to, 
and acquisitions by, Chinese firms in semiconductor and related software industries. 
Indirectly or directly cooperative with Chinese authorities in these efforts are a range of 
U.S. and international firms, advocacy groups, and highly trained specialists pursuing their 
respective interests. In the process, these groups are assisting Chinese government-led 
efforts to undermine existing U.S. restrictions; U.S. policy has yet to come to a clear 
judgment on what the U.S. government should do about this problem.29

Meanwhile, many of the U.S. firms, universities, and experts that will be recipients of the 
tens of billions of dollars being proposed to support U.S. high-technology competition 
with China are often well-integrated with Chinese entities and fellow specialists. Many 
of their high-technology achievements come through cross-border collaborations that, 
if stopped, are predicted to seriously reduce their capacity for innovation. How U.S. 
government policymakers can be sure that the advances they fund will not quickly come 
into the hands of Chinese authorities remains to be seen.30

27  Hass, “How China is Responding to Escalating Strategic Competition with the US;” Sutter, “Chi-
na’s Challenges and Effective Defense.”
28  Michael Scherer, Tyler Pager, and Sean Sullivan, “Biden and Aides Tell Allies He Is Running in 
2024 Amid Growing Democratic Fears,” Washington Post, November 20, 2021, https://www.wash-
ingtonpost.com/politics/biden-reelection-2024/2021/11/20/0779469c-4947-11ec-95dc-5f2a96e-
00fa3_story.html; Robert Sutter, US-China Relations: Perilous Past: Uncertain Present, Fourth edition 
(Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield, 2022), 327-320.
29  Janan Ganesch,  “America’s Political and Business Elites No Longer Agree on China,” Financial 
Times, October 19, 2021, https://www.ft.com/content/77bb9c77-2e4b-4169-bfd6-615eeb95be23; 
Congressional Research Service, “China’s 14th Five Year Plan,” January 5, 2021, 2.
30  Ariana Remmel, “Massive Science-Funding Bill Passes US Senate—But China Focus Worries 
Researchers,” Nature, June 11, 2021, https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-021-01559-x. 
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In sum, U.S. policymakers have yet to create a strategy that counters Chinese challenges 
while also taking account of domestic opposition to such tough measures. Thus far, the 
opposition has not blunted the continued U.S. policy hardening toward China, though 
it may play a more significant role if U.S. policy endeavors to cut substantially more U.S. 
high technology, investment, and trade ties with China. Adding to the conundrum, U.S. 
allies and partners have similar business and other interests that oppose hard measures 
to counter China. And many of them do not share the sense of danger and urgency 
about China’s challenges that has been seen in Washington over the past four years.31

For now, a wide array of pending legislation targeting China shows Congress will 
continue strong efforts to counter China challenges. As noted above, more often than 
not, proposed legislation does not contain a sophisticated overall strategy. The focus 
today remains on taking action to defend America from particular challenges. This trend 
will endure. The success of this trend will depend on how well the United States deals 
with the shortcomings noted above. However, as of yet, these conflicts of interests have 
not been reconciled.

Robert Sutter (PhD Harvard University) is Professor of Practice of International Affairs
at the Elliott School of George Washington University since 2011 His most recent books
are Chinese Foreign Relations: Power and Policy of an Emerging Global Force, Fifth
Edition (Rowman Littlefield, 2021) and US-China Relations: Perilous Past, Uncertain
Present, Fourth Edition (Rowman & Littlefield, 2022).

31  Sutter and Limaye, A Hardening US-China Competition, 26, 32-33, 35-38, 42-44; “European Firms 
Unprepared for US-China Breakup,” DW, January 14, 2021, https://www.dw.com/en/china-us-trade-
war-eu/a-56212728. 



Volume 8 | 2022 [47]

  Interview  | The Rise of China and the Fall of Hong Kong

Interviews

The Rise of China and the Fall of Hong Kong
An Interview with Dennis Kwok

Since the 1997 handover of Hong Kong from Great Britain to the People’s Republic of 
China, tensions have arisen between the city’s residents and the Chinese government 
over popular demands for electoral democracy under a “One Country, Two Systems” 
model. In the wake of major pro-democracy protests in 2014 and 2019, the Chinese 
government moved swiftly to crack down on Hong Kong’s civil liberties and implement 
a sweeping national security law that stifled electoral freedoms in the city and led to the 
arrests or exile of many democratic activists. The Journal sat down with Dennis W.H. 
Kwok, distinguished scholar in the Asian Studies Program at Georgetown University, 
to discuss the recent political developments in Hong Kong and their relation to the 
rise of China as a global power. Mr. Kwok also spoke about his time in the Hong Kong 
Legislative Council, party dynamics in Taiwanese and American politics, and his views 
on the United States’ role in East Asia. 

Journal: First, many of our readers are young professionals, scholars, and students who 
are interested in Asia and pursuing careers in Asia. Do you have any advice for them on 
monitoring and engaging with current events, specifically in Hong Kong?

Kwok: I would say you should follow the news, the developments, and try to get engaged 
with some of the think tanks here while you’re in Washington, D.C. They have a lot of 
Asian Studies programs that are really good, very good speakers will be invited. And 
nowadays you can just join by Zoom, it’s very easy. I’m currently an advisor to the Heri-
tage Foundation Asian Studies Center, I’m a scholar [at Georgetown] for the Asian 
Studies Program, and I work with Harvard in a similar China program. And I think 
it is not hard these days for students to take an active interest in learning about all the 
different issues. There are so many resources that are available online. And China is such 
an important issue now for everyone. They are paying attention, they are learning more, 
and there are more discussions about China and the Asia Pacific region, and you’ve got 
really good resources here [at Georgetown], you know, in terms of Dr. Green, he is an 
expert in Japan and Japanese affairs, and we’ve got Evan Medeiros and many others 
who are very well equipped with Asian knowledge. So it is really not hard to follow 
what’s happening. 
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Journal: What are three words you would use to describe Hong Kong today?

Kwok: Hong Kong has fallen. That is not exactly three words, but you get my point. 
Hong Kong has fallen, truly, I think.

Journal: We would like to touch on three general topics: first, the rise of China and 
the fall of Hong Kong; second, party politics; and third, the impact of recent events on 
normal Hong Kong citizens. The first is on the rise of China and the fall of Hong Kong 
and Taiwan as the next challenge.

Could you briefly summarize how you have seen China’s rise changing Hong Kong over 
the last two decades, and specifically the last few months and years?

Kwok: With regards to Hong Kong, what we saw was that the Chinese government 
was unable to restrain itself. It ran out of strategic pragmatism, and that was basically 
the underlying idea behind One Country, Two Systems, is that there are differences 
but, “let’s not focus on the differences, but focus on what we can find in common,” and 
the Extradition Bill exposes that difference, because they have forgotten the Hong 
Kong people want One Country, Two Systems because they are afraid of the Chinese 
system, especially the legal system. And 
that’s just one area of massive difference 
in mistrust between the two sides, but the 
government forced it through and then 
blamed it on the Hong Kong people 
for causing so much trouble. And that 
really destroyed any trust and respect that 
Hong Kong people had for Beijing. Then, 
the imposition of the National Security 
Law just completely changed Hong 
Kong–culturally, socially and politically. 
So that’s what has happened to Hong Kong, and the bigger picture is driven by the rise 
of nationalism. That has really changed the political landscape for the whole [of China], 
not just Hong Kong, and the same for Taiwan. So I always say that when you look at 
Hong Kong, you are looking at a symptom of what is happening overall in [China]. 
It’s just a symptom, because the same things happen in Xinjiang, the South China Sea, 
Taiwan, etc.

Journal: Regarding the democratic movements in Hong Kong, what do you think are 
the roles and responsibilities of the United States and other world democracies? 

Kwok: I think the United States plays a very important balancing role in the Asia Pacific. 
Not only militarily–you have troops in Japan, South Korea, Philippines, Guam, etc.–and 
without the American presence, I think, the power play in the Asia Pacific is completely 
different. Allies really need U.S. presence in order to stand up to China, especially now 
that China has become this oppressive regime that threatens to completely unbalance 

“With regards to Hong Kong, 
what we saw was that the 
Chinese government was 
unable to restrain itself. It ran 
out of strategic pragmatism, 
and that was basically the 
underlying idea behind One 
Country, Two Systems...”



Volume 8 | 2022 [49]

  Interview  | The Rise of China and the Fall of Hong Kong

the power play in the Asia-Pacific region. So the United States is very important in 
that sense, and also the United States should be actively participating in the trade deal 
[CPTPP] that was originally proposed by Obama. Trump walked out on it, and maybe 
it is too late now, I don’t know, but you know those deals are important as a counter-
balance to the pivot to Asia, advocated by President Obama. [The pivot] was the right 
move, but it came a little too late.

Journal: What do you think is the relationship between the Hong Kong democracy 
movement and Taiwan, and pro-Taiwan groups? How should Taiwan react to what 
happened in Hong Kong?

Kwok: I think Taiwan needs to find a collective democratic stream–and they will–to 
counter authoritarianism. Right now, Taiwanese politics is a mess–so partisan, so divisive. 
They don’t come together with the two sides and say, “We have our differences on many 
other things but on this we agree, we must fight together to resist authoritarianism.” 
Where surprisingly, in the United States there is consensus. There is no consensus on 
any other issue except on China between Democrats and Republicans. If they can do 
it then I think the Taiwanese people can. The political leaders should be able to find a 
way to find a consensus, but right now there’s not.

Journal: We’d also love our readers to get a chance to hear some related content from 
your talk [at Georgetown] today. You discussed Xi’s quest for an enduring legacy. Mao 
built the party, and Deng made China rich, and now Xi’s big focus has been on reju-
venation. And a lot of the rejuvenation he’s spoken about includes reunification with 
Taiwan. What kind of “rejuvenation” do you think Xi has in mind for China?

Kwok: My talk wanted to bring out the reason why Taiwan will be the next crisis issue–
it’s because Xi really needs to have a political legacy that could propel him to the same 
status as Mao. So far he’s got nothing to show, and he has amassed so much power, at 
some point people will expect him to do something on Taiwan because he’s driven the 
rhetoric, basically putting everything in the basket and upping the rhetoric to a point of 
driving nationalism to a point where he has to do something. So my concern is using the 
Hong Kong experience to tell the Taiwanese people how they should be fighting back.

Journal: Are you following any political events in mainland China, or any future deci-
sions by the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) that could have a major impact on Hong 
Kong in the near-term?

Kwok: Yes, every day. I mean every day there’s new stuff coming out of Beijing that 
could have a potential upheaval effect for not only Hong Kong, but the whole of China. 
All the policy decisions that are coming up, including the crackdown on technology 
companies, private education, the entertainment industry, the changing of the rules on 
data security, anti-sanctions laws, etc. All those policies have an effect on Hong Kong, 
directly or indirectly. Also, the sixth Plenum of the Central Committee is going to take 
place in November, and we expect something negative [may come out of that].
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Journal: Second, we want to discuss party politics.  That’s the theme of our journal volume 
this year. So we want to talk a little bit about how the Chinese Communist Party, as a 
political party, really impacts decisions [in the mainland], Hong Kong, and Taiwan as well.

How effective has the One Country, Two Systems framework been since 1997? Building 
on your statement that Hong Kong is dead, is the system also dead? Is there a future 
for the system, both in Hong Kong and in Taiwan?

Kwok: I think One Country, Two Systems has been completely discredited by the CCP’s 
own actions in Hong Kong. No one could credibly say that the model, as originally 
anticipated by Deng Xiaoping, is really one country with two systems. We know that 
all major decisions are directly dictated by Beijing, and human rights are basically not 
being protected. If the same model is applied to Taiwan, then we could see the destruc-
tion of their democracy.

Journal: You discussed this a little during your talk [earlier today], but given that the 
Legislative Council in Hong Kong is now almost exclusively populated by pro-Beijing 
lawmakers who have already been vetted heavily by the government, what kind of 
CCP-directed changes do you anticipate in the Legislative Council process over the 
next several years?

Kwok: I think they will [pass legislation] that will further integrate Hong Kong into 
part of southern China. I would expect the border between Shenzhen and Hong Kong 
will be gone in five years, so it will become a kind of porous border where people will 
just go in and out. Also, all major decisions will now be driven by Beijing openly and 
directly, and the government in Hong Kong [will do whatever] Xi tells them to do. 
Maybe we’ll have a little bit of pushback from time to time, but basically they have to 
do whatever they’re told. So I think, for them to try to convince people that this election 
actually matters, it’s very hard, because most often people just don’t pay attention, and 
will not vote.

Journal: Do you think there’s any chance in the near future that the Legislative Council 
will be completely dissolved by Beijing?

Kwok: They will put on a show, because they want to pretend that everything is in place 
and everything’s hunky dory. So they will put on the show, but most people would say 
“what is the point? We don’t care.”

Journal: There are a lot of ex-Legislative Council members and ex-politicians from Hong 
Kong –yourself, Nathan Law, and Sunny Cheung, for example–who are now overseas 
and advocating for Hong Kong. What do you see as your role in Hong Kong politics, 
now that you’re no longer in Hong Kong?

Kwok: I think we need to break into mainstream society in the West in order to spread 
our experience and share our knowledge about China, and about political and legal 
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developments in China. And we are all doing it in different roles, right? There are people 
who join the Hong Kong Democracy Council or lobby groups on the hill. I think I’m 
more effective teaching in universities and working with researchers to come out with 
papers discussing political and legal developments. So everyone has a different role, and 
it really depends on what your strengths are.

Journal: How much has the drive against Hong Kong grassroots movements and NGOs 
been driven by Beijing compared to conservative forces within Hong Kong? Do you 
think Carrie Lam (Hong Kong’s Chief Executive) has a level of autonomy enacting 
policy? Or is it all being driven by Beijing?

Kwok: It is all driven by Beijing, and carried out with complicity by the pro-Beijing 
forces in Hong Kong. So the pro-Beijing forces are now trying to compete with each 
other in terms of how patriotic they can be. So one day you will have a politician saying 
“we should get rid of all Ai Weiwei collections in our museums,” and the next guy has to 
think of something even more patriotic to [outdo] the other. You’re seeing that every day.

Journal: Finally, we want to discuss impacts on Hong Kong citizens, not just from an elite 
level, but how everyday citizens in Hong Kong are being impacted by what’s going on. 
How do you think the lives of normal citizens in Hong Kong–who might not be very 
engaged in politics–have changed as a consequence of recent events like the National 
Security Law, the disqualification of Legislative Council members, the arrest of book-
sellers, and the shutdown of Apple Daily?

Kwok: There’s so much to cover. But, basically, Hong Kong used to have one of the most 
vibrant civil societies in all of Asia. That has been completely dismantled to a point where 
they even have to get rid of the statue commemorating the Tiananmen Square Massacre, 
which is a symbol of freedom for Hong Kong. You will no longer see the June 4 Candle 
vision in Victoria Park, which was attended by hundreds of thousands of people every 
year. You’ll no longer see the first of July mark, again, which was attended by hundreds 
of thousands of Hong Kong people and showcased all of civil society. You will no longer 
have credible opposition, in a nutshell. And every major directive will be driven directly 
by the regime [in Beijing]. So that’s completely changed the Hong Kong dynamics.

Journal: As one of its key figures, how would you assess the success and failures of the 
pro-democracy movement in Hong Kong? Given the challenges for pro-democracy 
voices in politics and removal of Legislative Council members, how do you think democ-
racy advocates and NGOs can find space to possibly make change?

Kwok: You can’t without putting yourself in physical danger of being arrested. Specifically 
for any kinds of work that [have to do with] human rights and democracy. What I think 
Hong Kong did well was the Hong Kong people showed the world the true face of this 
regime, and what it means to stand up to it. I think the two events of Hong Kong and 
Xinjiang really forced a lot of people to wake up to what’s happening in China. The 
Hong Kong democratic movement was of course a complete failure. That’s just a fact.
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Journal: In light of the immigration programs for Hong Kong citizens like those set 
up by the United Kingdom or the equivalent program set up by Canada, or even the 
immigration policy in Taiwan, what do you think are the benefits of staying versus 
leaving for a lot of people in Hong Kong, including for those who might not be as 
politically engaged?

Kwok: I think if you’re not politically engaged in Hong Kong you probably won’t be 
affected in the short term. But everyone will be affected because all the talent is leaving 
Hong Kong, the middle class is leaving Hong Kong in droves and Hong Kong doesn’t 
have natural resources or industry, our 
economy was formed by the profes-
sionals, the middle class–teachers and 
medical workers–they’re all leaving. So, 
they will be replaced by Mainlanders, 
making Hong Kong into a very differ-
ent city, I think, going forward, as I said 
there won’t be a border between Shenzhen and Hong Kong, and Hong Kong will be 
completely subsumed into the greater Bay Area, which is the plan. So, if you want to 
go back to Hong Kong to live and work, just expect to live in a mainland city, like you 
would in Shanghai or some other place.

Journal: How serious do you think the threat to academic freedom is in Hong Kong 
today? Should Hong Kong scholars seriously consider leaving the city? Should high 
schoolers and younger students consider pursuing studies overseas?

Kwok: A lot of people I know who have kids are leaving because they don’t want the 
kids to receive a national security and patriotic education. And if you’re an academic at 
a university, a lot of them are thinking about moving away. Because the way universities 
are structured is that you really have to show your political image. And if you are not 
openly pro-Beijing, then you’ll be sidelined, and you won’t be promoted. You might not be 
selected for tenure professorship. The whole of educational institutions have completely 
changed. And I don’t think there’s academic freedom to speak of.

Dennis W. H. Kwok is a distinguished scholar in the Edmund A. Walsh School of Foreign 
Service’s Asian Studies Program at Georgetown University. His current research focuses on 
the legal and political risks emerging from China from the perspectives of international busi-
ness and NGOs. In his private legal practice, Mr. Kwok specializes in cross-border commercial 
disputes and international arbitration. He is the recipient of multiple awards including the 2021 
Commonwealth Law Conference Rule of Law Award bestowed by the Commonwealth Lawyers 
Association, and the Distinction in International Law and Affairs Award bestowed by the New 
York State Bar Association. Mr. Kwok is currently also a resident Senior Fellow at the Harvard 
Kennedy School, Ash Center for Democratic Governance and Innovation.

“...the Hong Kong people 
showed the world the true face 
of this regime, and what it 
means to stand up to it. ”



Volume 8 | 2022 [53]

  Interview  | The Rise of China and the Fall of Hong Kong

Indonesian Foreign Policy and Beyond 

An Interview with Marty Natalegawa

Indonesia’s gradual transition from a developing nation under authoritarian rule into a 
vibrant democracy is an aspiring tale for Asia and the rest of the world. As one of the 
most articulate members of the Association for Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), how 
do geopolitical and geoeconomic changes shape Indonesia’s contemporary foreign policy? 
What interests do domestic actors have on international issues? The Journal invited Dr. 
Marty Natalegawa, former Foreign Minister of Indonesia, to discuss Indonesia’s demo-
cratic reform and transition and the impact the country’s leadership had on the ASEAN 
community. Dr. Natalegawa also spoke about Southeast Asian regionalism, Indonesian 
leadership, and internal political dynamics as they affect foreign policy, including the 
impacts of the coronavirus pandemic.

Journal: How did you get to where you are and who or what are the things that you 
thought were the most important to you in reaching your position? What part of your 
work are you most proud of?

Dr. Natalegawa: Each of us have our own unique circumstance and background and 
there is really no one size fits all. I’ve been very fortunate in the sense that, when I was 
still young, I had a clear sense of what really interests me and what drives me. Fortu-
nately, in the subsequent years, I was able to more or less materialize and realize those 
interests and motivations. The principal motivation, to put it simply, has always been 
one of public service. I was fortunate enough to have opportunities to pursue varied 
experience in my studies, including overseas. I went to middle school onwards in the 
United Kingdom up to my master’s level, and then did my PhD in Australia. I felt it 
was incumbent on me, having had such a precious opportunity, to give back and serve 
my community, my country, and the interest of the wider public—and that motivation 
towards public service has been extremely important for me. 

At the same time, an area that interests me a great deal is international relations. It’s 
been my keen interest since I was little. Upon finishing my graduate school in the 
United Kingdom, I gravitated to it and joined Indonesia’s Foreign Ministry. Having 
spent more than a decade overseas in the United Kingdom, returning was not easy in 



[54] Georgetown Journal of Asian Affairs

Interviews

terms of adjusting and adapting to how things are done, but that’s just how it is and 
you have to persevere.

In terms of what kind of things are important, I would say that you wouldn’t want to 
underestimate your capacity to make a difference. Each one of us, in our own ways, can 
make a positive difference—and you should never underestimate your ability to make 
such a difference. That’s what I’ve been striving to do in my various capacities. To respond 
immediately to your question about what the highlights of my past career were—and 
I would respond here obviously only of my professional career in terms of the Foreign 
Ministry—is rather difficult since I have had a rather varied experience. 

My first posting was as a Third Secretary and then subsequently as Ambassador at the 
United Nations. I also served in a bilateral setting as Ambassador to the United Kingdom 
and Ireland. A considerable portion of my diplomatic career was also expended within 
the ASEAN setting. Each of those situations brought its own unique circumstance. I 
joined the Indonesian Foreign Ministry in 1986 as a twenty-two-year-old, and Indonesia 
of 1986 is very different to Indonesia of today as it has subsequently developed. At the 
time, Indonesia was without doubt an authoritarian state with a lack of civil liberties 
and space. You can well imagine that when I returned home, having been overseas for 
such a long time and spending quite a lot of my formative years abroad, coming back 
and joining the civil service was not the 
easiest of experiences. Occasions would 
arise where you have a sense of conflict-
ing values between your personal incli-
nations and how the system was at the 
time. I chose to be within the system 
to affect change. 

Like I said before, you shouldn’t 
underestimate your capacity to make a 
difference. Within such a system and 
political culture, you try to make sure 
you’re not corrupted or co-opted, that 
you don’t become what you aren’t as a person, and that you continue to live by your 
values. Fortunately, in my case, Indonesia itself went through changes. As you know, by 
1998 we had what was called the multi-dimensional crisis. Initially it was a financial 
crisis, but it became a wider economic crisis in 1998, and then became a full-blown 
political crisis. As a result, Indonesia began its democratic reform process. Hence, from 
1999 onwards, in terms of my career, I was able to basically start on a blank canvas as 
Indonesia was transforming into becoming a democratic state. I had a blank canvas to 
manifest Indonesia’s democratic changes internally in its foreign policy. 

That was a really tremendous opportunity. The salient manifestation has been on ASEAN. 
That is why in early 2002 to 2003, Indonesia began to introduce the lexicon and the 
language of political reform, of democratization, of democratic principles, and of human 

“As a young foreign service officer, 
it was precious to have almost like 
a blank canvas for the opportunity 
to realize your own personal values 
both in terms of democratization 
and respect of human rights—both 
on your own country’s foreign 
policy and then even on the region’s 
architecture.”
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rights within ASEAN. Basically, while not trying to impose its internal values outside, 
deliberate efforts were made in ensuring that Indonesia’s democratic transformation 
went hand-in-hand with a progressively changing region; that there was a sense of 
convergence and no disconnect. As a young foreign service officer, it was precious to have 
almost like a blank canvas for the opportunity to realize your own personal values both 
in terms of democratization and respect of human rights—both on your own country’s 
foreign policy and then even on the region’s architecture. So that’s why I said wherever 
you are at whatever different stages of your career, you must never underestimate your 
capacity to make a difference. While not all your expectations will be realized, it’s best 
to try, fail, and learn rather than not to try it or have a go at it. 

Journal: What is it like working towards a more functional democracy? What was the 
process of safeguarding that democracy and how has that changed? How have you seen 
the relationships change between Indonesia and the rest of ASEAN as those processes 
moved forward?

Dr. Natalegawa: I think that reform and democratic transformation is a process and not 
an event. It’s one that requires nurturing, constant investment of efforts, and certainly 
there cannot be complacency. Especially for people like ourselves who are interested in 
international affairs, one thing that I realized is how the traditional distinction between 
internal and external domain or environment becomes extremely fragile and extremely 
difficult to differentiate. Indonesia’s democratization process was obviously triggered 
by internal dynamics and internal developments. From the outset, we, meaning people 
like myself at the time in the Foreign Ministry, realized that this is inherently an inter-
nal process and we must sustain it. However, there was also recognition of the need to 
ensure that there is synergy between the internal and external domains. Hence, among 
our priorities was the need to cooperate with external democratic partners on capacity 
building. In the limited time that we had at the beginning, the main focus was on creating 
all the various institutions which a functioning democracy would normally rely on in 
terms of capacity building. 

On the foreign policy side, we were 
looking for democratic dividends. 
We approached our partners overseas 
to engage them in a partnership—
keyword partnership—of equals, and 
how we could strengthen cooperation 
so that Indonesia could then strengthen 
its democratic institutions and demo-
cratic capacities. Focusing on the insti-

tutions was a relatively easier exercise because it’s about promulgating new laws and 
about devoting more resources. In the early years of Indonesia’s transformation, there 
was a rapid acceleration of such efforts. However, there was also recognition that for 
these institutions to remain relevant, it was important that there be continued nurturing 
and investment of efforts to consolidate the democratic gains. In certain situations, the 

“I think that reform and democratic 
transformation is a process and 
not an event. It’s one that requires 
nurturing, constant investment of 
efforts, and certainly there cannot 
be complacency. ”
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absence of such an effort could easily lead to backtracking with institutions becoming 
dormant and sidelined. 

Essentially, in other words, our foreign policy sought to solidify Indonesia’s democra-
tization process through creating partnerships and cooperation and building networks 
of cooperation with other democracies to strengthen our democratic institutions. But, 
in doing so, Indonesia always emphasized that each country has its own roadmap, its 
own unique situation, and that sometimes less can be more. You don’t want to be too 
suffocating in your goodwill efforts if it doesn’t create a sense of national ownership and 
national participation in the endeavor. 

We’ve seen many instances in the past where the international community focuses on 
one country as it engages in its transformation. But because it was so overwhelming, 
there wasn’t sufficient sense of local and national participation. As a result, when that 
kind of attention declines, the effort is not sustainable, and it quickly grinds to a halt. 
As I said before, one dimension is how to utilize foreign policy in strengthening and 
solidifying Indonesia’s democratic reform. Another is how to ensure that Indonesia’s 
democratic changes go hand-in-hand with the region’s in ASEAN. 

I must say reflecting on this endeavor, one is reminded at the time of the challenge we 
faced in the region. At the time when we began to introduce the idea of an ASEAN 
political security community, not only economic, not only social and cultural, there were 
a number of countries in the region that didn’t respond to this positively. Not only that 
but also within Indonesia itself, even some very well-meaning civil society groups did 
not respond positively. They said, “Why is Indonesia being such a busybody outside? 
We should consolidate first within. We should solidify our internal process before we 
turn globally to the wider region.” But, our response was that these things cannot be 
done in a neat, sequential manner. It’s not as if we seek perfection within and then we 
press on overseas, but rather this must be something that’s done simultaneously and in a 
synergistic way. That was the main point I was trying to say, that the distinction between 
internal and external becomes increasingly diffused and becomes fragile nowadays.

Journal: Do you think that there’s a difference between what different political parties 
think Indonesia’s responsibilities should be towards ASEAN or the international 
community? Do political parties express differences in what they think Indonesia’s 
approach should be towards the region and the international sphere or are the parties’ 
interests somewhat intertwined?

Dr. Natalegawa: I think in Indonesia, as far as foreign policy is concerned, there isn’t 
much political differentiation between different political parties. It is largely apolitical 
in nature, in other words, there is a sufficiently broad national consensus on foreign 
policy issues. Foreign policy does not normally become a subject of contestation between 
different political parties. 

There are some foreign policy issues that often engage and even divide political opinion 
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in Indonesia internally. At the top of my head is the issue of the protection of nation-
als. This is to do with consular issues and the protection of migrant workers such as 
Indonesian workers overseas who are in the Middle East or neighboring regions. This 
issue can quickly become a political football. There could easily be a perception that the 
authorities, the government, or the Foreign Ministry have not done their best to protect 
nationals overseas and that can quickly become a subject of political debate: whether 
or to what extent we should be doing better. Another issue that I think often becomes 
political attention are the developments in the Middle East and anything to do with 
Palestine issues in Indonesia. It’s a very sensitive issue that engenders a lot of emotions 
from different political parties. But again, as a whole, there is a basic common view on 
subject matters. I think there isn’t really much differentiation between the political parties. 

Sometimes, vis-à-vis the region, it can be quite challenging because, in my personal 
view, there can be a misplaced sense of regional entitlement. Because Indonesia is large 
in terms of a country within ASEAN and within Southeast Asia, there’s an expectation 
that Indonesia automatically be the leader of the region. Throughout all my career in 

the Foreign Ministry, I have had 
to gently remind our domestic 
constituents that leadership must 
be earned and not imposed. Just 
because you have certain attributes, 
size of population, size of the econ-
omy, and geographic size, it doesn’t 
mean it naturally follows so that 
you can simply impose leadership. 
The international system is a system 

of sovereign states, large and small, hence it’s extremely important for Indonesia to earn 
its leadership in the region and to not suffocate or not to be imposing on others. This 
type of cooperative partnership, the projection of a spirit of cooperative partnership, of 
less is more, and of earning our leadership, has been one that has really instilled our 
foreign policy for years. 

Contrast this to other subregions. In South Asia, India is a major economy and power 
obviously, but you can arguably say that there are other countries in the subregion like 
Pakistan that can sort of neutralize India’s ambitions. In South America, you have 
countries like Brazil, Argentina, Mexico going back and forth between them. But in 
Indonesia’s case, although we are so objectively overwhelming in the region, because of 
the pursuit of a diplomacy that is nuanced and earns our leadership, I would like to think 
that we have allowed regionalism to take foot and to thrive. Indonesia has always tried 
to give room for ASEAN to thrive and not to mindlessly throw our weight about. For 
instance, when the border disputes between Thailand and Cambodia occurred in 2011 
during Indonesia’s Chairmanship, there was no discomfort by Thailand or Cambodia 
to seek Indonesia’s facilitating efforts. Not because Indonesia is the largest country 
in ASEAN, but simply because more than anything else, there is a comfort level that 
Indonesia can be an objective facilitator in the process. When Indonesia goes missing 

“This type of cooperative partnership, 
the projection of a spirit of cooperative 
partnership, of less is more, and of 
earning our leadership, has been one 
that has really instilled our foreign 
policy for years.” 
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in its international or regional engagements, often the countries of the region express 
hope that Indonesia becomes active once again. This nuanced approach, when leadership 
is exercised or is projected through earning that leadership through diplomacy, is often 
not fully understood currently in Indonesia’s domestic setting because they want us to be 
vocal and to be striving. This is where we need to be saying, “Look, diplomacy is about 
outcomes and not necessarily about appearance.” But this is very difficult sometimes 
because all governments must operate within a certain domestic setting.

Journal: You mentioned that democratization is a process but earning and maintaining 
leadership also seems like a process. Within ASEAN, what is the path forward for 
Indonesia in your opinion? What is the best way for Indonesia to continue earning and 
maintaining that position of leadership and that position of deep trust that it has with 
other ASEAN members? 

Dr. Natalegawa: First and foremost, there must be consolidation within Indonesia itself. 
There must be a sense of national consensus on how we approach things and how we do 
things. I use the term “intermestic” to delineate and capture the idea of international and 
domestic being one. If we are to speak with authority and with credibility externally, we 
need to ensure that everyone is on board internally. It’s often extremely difficult to ensure 
that this is actually realized. For instance, next year in 2023 Indonesia will be chairing 
ASEAN after Cambodia. This 
year Indonesia is chair of the 
G20. It is therefore extremely 
important for foreign policy 
makers in Jakarta to be able to 
ensure that there is sufficient 
domestic appreciation of what 
chairmanship entails and what 
the deliverables would be aside 
from being an efficient host of a meeting. There is a very important distinction between 
chairmanship and leadership. A country can chair an organization extremely efficiently 
and effectively. The impact of its chairmanship, however, is not felt beyond its one-year 
period of responsibility. But if you look at Indonesia’s past chairmanship of ASEAN in 
2011 and 2003 before it, and even further back, there’s always transformative changes 
that Indonesia brought to ASEAN. From the 1976 Treaty of Amity and Cooperation 
to the idea of the ASEAN community with the three pillars in 2003 and the consoli-
dation of the East Asia Summit in 2011. It’s always been transformative contributions 
and it’s very important for policy makers whether it’s Indonesia, Thailand, Singapore, 
Malaysia, or others, to always have the domestic constituency understand what we are 
trying to achieve. Nowadays, I’m not so sure because it means the policymakers must 
have the courage to inform the wider public on how things actually are externally, rather 
than simply be dictated by what they think the public wants to hear and expect from 
them. Sometimes, there is a risk of public opinion-led foreign policy. To address this, 
there is a need for strong basic principles that you pursue relentlessly and with courage.

“I use the term “intermestic” to delineate 
and capture the idea of international and 
domestic being one. If we are to speak with 
authority and with credibility externally, 
we need to ensure that everyone is on board 
internally.”
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Journal: With the economic and political fallout of the COVID-19 pandemic being 
extremely rough on Southeast Asian countries, what are your observations on Indonesia’s 
COVID-19 response? 

Dr. Natalegawa: Rather than the COVID response per se, I would like to suggest 
what the most recent situation reminds us of in terms of the wider picture. We spoke 
essentially of the internal-external nexus, how changes within a country manifest itself 
on its foreign policy and vice versa, and on Indonesia’s experience with the democratic 
transformations of ‘98, ‘99 and then how that manifests in its foreign policy and vice 
versa. But, I think the COVID experience reminds us of another level: how foreign 
policy deals with cross-border, transnational, global issues. These are issues that defy 
national solutions. 

We tend to assume that we operate within neat national borders, and we make assump-
tions as if we can solve problems neatly within our national borders. But, if you think 
about it, cases of public health, environmental issues, climate change, and marine pollu-
tion, for instance, are transboundary issues. Similarly, natural disasters, like the 2004 
tsunami are as well. These issues raise awareness on how we can be more ready and 
resilient to address transboundary and transborder issues. This is where I feel that there 
is an international governance deficit. Naturally, Indonesia has engaged in international 
cooperation to deal with COVID-19, or the SARS beforehand. We made sure that 
the issue of public health cooperation and communicable diseases became one of the 
key issues for discussion within the 2005 East Asia Summit. Additionally, ASEAN 
was quite early in making these topics issues that we all come together to discuss and 
compare notes on. 

The question is, to what extent has this been sufficient? There has not been any short-
coming in terms of commitments and declarations of intent and purposes. But, to what 
extent will those regional level commitments become operationalized at the national 
levels? I mean just to take one case, despite all the various ASEAN-level endeavors on 
the issues of travel restrictions or easing of travel in relation to the pandemic, there is 
arguably insufficient coherent region-wide approach. Each of our economies, whether it 
be Singapore, Indonesia, Cambodia, or Malaysia—will have policies that are essentially 
national level-driven with little actual coordination. Individual countries announced that 
they were now opening their borders for international tourists again. Others are on a 
lockdown mode so it’s never all cylinders firing all at the same time. 

There are so many regional level efforts but most of the decisions are essentially national 
in nature. Certainly, there’s no one size fits all and every country’s situation is unique 
and different. But at the foreign policy level, for foreign policymakers, there has to be 
an attempt to make sure that there is some degree of convergence and synergy at the 
regional level. These should not be restricted to public health issues, but environmental 
issues like the haze, the issue of counterterrorism, the protection of the safety of navi-
gation in the Straits of Malacca, and marine pollution. These are all twenty-first century 
problems demanding twenty-first century solutions. Unfortunately, we are dealing with 
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them in a twentieth century mindset. 

I’m referring to a San Francisco 1945 moment for the UN, or a Bangkok 1967 moment 
for ASEAN. If one was to have a blank canvas, a blank page, and if you were to design 
an international governance that is faithfully purposeful for today’s challenges and 
opportunities, what would it look like? At the moment, we’ve been experiencing incre-
mental changes. Take for instance the UN Security Council reform. It’s been discussed 
for decades yet the permanent members of the UN will never legislate themselves out 
of influence and power, because they benefit from the current situation. In my humble 
opinion, thought leaders like yourselves shouldn’t simply take things as they are but 
come up with your own ideas of how, if you were to have a blank canvas and given the 
types of challenges we face, how would you address governance? I feel at the moment 
there is a governance deficit in twentieth century institutions dealing with twenty-first 
century problems and that’s why we are where we are. 

Journal: What does “intermestic” look like for Indonesia? How do you take the domestic 
and how do you mesh it with the global? 

Dr. Natalegawa: This is something I’m constantly grappling with. We as practitioners 
and students of international affairs tend to assume that there is a clear delineation. 
We naturally prioritize our national interests and that becomes factored in our decision 
making. Once everything is clear, we try to project it and promote it externally. But 
these things constantly evolve and are in such a fluid situation. While each country’s 
situation is unique, all of us are affected by international dynamics and international 
developments, whether it’d be our economy, political stability, etc. The challenge we face 
as foreign policymakers and practitioners is how to ensure that those external dimensions 
are brought into the internal policy making process. 

There is no “blinkered” approach where you assume that externally, everything is a given 
and constant, that all we need are simply internal variables. This is of course far from 
the case. External factors need to be considered in national decision making, not as a 
sign of weakness, rather to ensure 
that the policies adopted are fit 
for purpose and protect and 
promote the national interests. 
We must bring all these internal 
and external factors to the table 
to ensure that our decisions have 
a chance of becoming effective, 
otherwise they become isolated 
and disconnected from the actual prevailing situation. To me, that is often the most 
challenging undertaking: how do you bring the domestic audience and stakeholders 
within government onto the same page? It’s more than about diplomacy and negotiations 
with external parties. Internal or national consensus are essential.

“Wherever you are and whatever 
your circumstances, my only request 
is that you don’t underestimate how 
much of a positive difference you can 
make.”
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Diplomats of the current period must be both mindful of the external environment and 
the internal environment. They must on the one hand be attentive to the risk of becoming 
too much of an internationalist or globalist and on the other hand, the risk of doing things 
that they think the political domestic audience wants to hear. It’s becoming extremely 
difficult for diplomats nowadays to forge agreements because often negotiations are 
conducted with so much publicity that there is not much space for informal discussion. 
I think there is room for us to suggest new ideas, new perspectives, and paradigms. 
There is recognition for that realist perspective, the idea that the world is the way it is, 
an unhappy and dangerous place and countries will continue to go back and forth in 
very inimical ways. But, at the same time, there must also be a sense of idealism. One 
cannot simply be despondent. While you recognize prevailing situations, you must also 
try to effect change. The point I was trying to make is that all of you can make a positive 
difference. Never underestimate that. There will come a moment when you suddenly 
realize, “Oh, this is it. This is my chance to affect positive change” and you don’t want to 
shirk that responsibility. Wherever you are and whatever your circumstances, my only 
request is that you don’t underestimate how much of a positive difference you can make. 

Marty Natalegawa is the former Foreign Minister of Indonesia (2009-2014). He was the Perma-
nent Representative of Indonesia to the UN (2007-2009), Ambassador to the United Kingdom 
and Ireland (2005-2007), and Indonesia’s Director General for ASEAN Cooperation. He also 
served in the UN Secretary-General’s High Level Panel on Global Response to Health Crises 
and as UN President of the General Assembly’s 72nd Session Team of External Advisors. He is 
currently a member of the UN Secretary-General’s High Level Advisory Board on Mediation 
and the UN Secretary-General’s Advisory Board on Disarmament and the Board of Trustees 
of the United Nations Institute for Disarmament Research. A lead thinker on Southeast Asian 
foreign policy and U.S.-ASEAN relations, Dr. Marty Natalagawa has also authored “Does 
ASEAN Matter? A View from Within” (ISEAS – Yusof Ishak Institute, 2018).
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Covering South Korean and Japanese Politics in 2022

An Interview with Michelle Ye Hee Lee

South Korea and Japan are Asia’s two most vibrant democracies, marked by competitive 
and partisan domestic politics. They are also economic and security powerhouses in the 
region, making the impact of their respective domestic politics on foreign policy especially 
important to understand. The Journal invited Ms. Michelle Ye Hee Lee, Tokyo bureau 
chief for The Washington Post, to discuss topics at the intersection of South Korea and 
Japan’s domestic politics and foreign policy, including the 2022 South Korean presi-
dential election, the new Yoon Suk Yeol administration’s approach to North Korea, and 
the effect of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine on the region. She also spoke about her career 
and offered professional advice to students.

Journal: Could you please tell us about how you started working at The Washington Post 
and eventually became Tokyo bureau chief covering Japan and Korea?

Lee: I was born in Seoul, raised in Guam. My parents and I moved to Guam when 
I was seven, and I grew up there and moved stateside for college. I have always been 
interested in Northeast Asia. As I decided to pursue journalism in college, I thought it 
would be cool if I could become a foreign correspondent one day. 

However, I had no idea how to do it. [When I first started reporting,] I was covering 
local government, and I wondered, “How do I go from a county government reporter 
to finding a job abroad?” I had no idea, so I tried to meet a lot of journalists who made 
that path. I was not sure exactly how I would get there. In the meantime, I pursued 
things that I enjoyed covering and signed up for new assignments that caught my eye. 
I tried to write all types of stories and make myself a versatile reporter. 

I started my career at the Arizona Republic in Phoenix, where I covered local and state 
government and politics and did investigative reporting. That led me to a job at The 
Washington Post in 2014 to be on the Fact Checker, because I wanted to cover national 
politics from an accountability angle. Since joining the Post, I was on the Fact Checker 
for three years fact-checking the 2016 presidential campaign. Fact-checking was very 
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busy then. Afterward, I joined the political enterprise team, covering a variety of topics 
like campaign finance, political donors, fundraising, federal election commission, election 
administration, voting rights, and lobbying. Then I applied for this job! At the Post, I 
knew I wanted to apply for [Tokyo bureau chief ], and I expressed my interest to my 
editors. To their credit, they sent me on temporary reporting assignments to Seoul to 
help me get the experience and see how I would do. I took trips to Seoul in 2017 and 
2018 for two weeks at a time, and it helped me get a sense of what the rhythm might 
be like, especially living and working in such different time zones. It was a good training 
experience. I got the job and now I am here!

Journal: Now that you have become a foreign correspondent, do you feel like you have 
hit that rhythm and that this is what you have always wanted to do?

Lee: I still pinch myself every day. I am like, “Oh my God, I’m finally covering the region 
I have wanted to cover for so long!” With that also comes a lot of self-inflicted pressure, 

like “Am I living up to what I hope to do?” 
But, in every job the first year is the hardest. 
The first year of the beat is especially tough—
getting to know people, introducing yourself, 
and learning the issues. Often, each story is a 
topic you have never written about or do not 
feel comfortable with, so it is a huge learning 
experience. Everyone warned me coming out 

that the first year would be the hardest because, on top of the challenges of the first year, 
there is living in a new country, COVID, and a language barrier. 

So, I think this is definitely a big transition period. With every story, I feel more comfort-
able and confident, and I think I am finding the rhythm. But, the sleep schedule throws 
me off and my language training is not going as quickly as I would like it to. 

Journal: How does your intersectional identity as a Korean-American woman affect 
your work, especially as you transition into working in two different countries and cover 
topics like feminism in South Korea?

Lee: Certainly for the transition itself, it is a lot easier for me. Being Korean-American and 
also having traveled to Japan before, I understand both cultures and the dynamics in this 
region. I am not learning from ground zero for both countries, so that has been helpful. 

In terms of my approach to reporting and the role of my identity, I believe that as a 
Korean-American woman who was born in Korea, raised in Guam, worked in the United 
States, and then moved out here—my first time living in Asia since I was seven—I bring 
a unique insider-outsider perspective to my job. There are certain issues I inherently 
understand as an insider. I have a deep expertise in life and culture and Korean society 
because I have family living in South Korea. Half of them are from North Korea, and 
my family loves to visit Japan, so I have ties to all three countries. 

“I still pinch myself every 
day. I am like, ‘Oh my God, 
I’m finally covering the 
region I have wanted to 
cover for so long!’ ”
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However, I am an outsider because I have not lived in the region since I was seven. I 
am a naturalized American. I chose to become American. I consider myself American 
before I am Korean, so I think I bring a distance to the reporting that helps me see it 
from a different context than a native Korean might. I also find that it is easier for me 
to humanize trends, whereas it is easy to come into a new country and approach stories 
like, “Oh, here is this weird thing that makes no sense to me.” I try very hard not to 
take that approach. I try to make sure I am bringing empathy and sensitivity to every 
story, even if, on the surface, it can seem like a silly, fun story. I want to make sure it is 
still humanizing the communities that I am covering. I try to make sure I am bringing 
empathy and sensitivity at a level I think everyone deserves.

Journal: Given Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, U.S. allies might be questioning the value 
of the U.S. nuclear umbrella. How do you expect the Yoon and Biden administrations to 
approach North Korea’s March 24 ICBM test differently from the Moon administration?

Lee: Well, Yoon is still very much a question mark in terms of how he will govern because 
he has never governed before. I think he is going to be facing tests and will have to 
figure out his foreign policy approach as he does the job. We are already seeing a bit of 
a difference between his campaign rhetoric and governing style. He has talked about 
taking a tougher stance on North Korea, and I believe recently there was a campaign 
official who wanted to make it clear that Yoon’s approach does not necessarily mean a 
hard line. It means they are going to look at certain cases and decide how to respond, 
but they are going to take a bolder step than the previous administration. I think they 
are going to have to weigh that balance as they deal with these issues. 

Already, though, we see Yoon calling the ICBM test a “provocation,” which is a very 
loaded word that the Moon administration shied away from. They [Moon officials] do 
not want to call things provocation unless they really had to, and that is one obvious 
rhetorical way the Yoon government is going to be dealing with North Korea differently. 
They are probably not going to be skimping on the words here, because they are ready 
to face it head on. 

You are going to see the Yoon government work closely with the Biden administration, 
which obviously for the Biden folks is good news because they want to be working 
more closely with South Korea, and they want to be coordinating on military drills. 
They want the military drills every year to be consistent and do this show of force to 
indicate that the alliance is strong. There are already plans to bring back the drills at a 
full scale, and so I think you are just going to see a lot of these changes in terms of both 
rhetoric and possibly policies, drills, practices, and coordinated efforts by both the Yoon 
and the Biden government.

I think the test will be, if North Korea switches to diplomacy during Yoon’s tenure, how 
he is going to handle that and how much of a role he is going to play in helping both 
sides [North Korea and the United States] come together. We saw the Moon government 
play a very active role in mediating and trying to make sure they bring both sides, and 
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I think it will be interesting to see how the Yoon government will handle it.

Journal: How will the war in Ukraine change the South Korean public’s view on nuclear 
armament? Could you speak to the shifting dynamics of the public opinion on this issue, 
and what that might mean?

Lee: I have been reporting on how the South Korean stance on wanting to have nuclear 
capabilities has become mainstream. For a while people would talk about it as if it is a 
faraway fringe view, but we saw it take a very upfront role in the presidential primary in 
the conservative side last fall. We saw it really come out in the public debate then. The 
majority of South Koreans want to have their own nuclear capacity, and that is even 
when they feel the alliance is strong and even when they feel confident in their own 
military. I think that highlights how the South Korean public value their autonomy. 
They want to feel a sense of security on their own and not feel like they are leaning on 
someone else to make decisions for them. They look at the North and think, “Well, they 
have nukes, why don’t we? It has been a long time since we have been able to make these 
kinds of decisions. We are a richer country, and we should be able to protect ourselves 
in the exact same way that our northern neighbor is.” With Ukraine, obviously there is 
a lot of solidarity pouring out from Korea toward the Ukrainians, but I think you are 
also going to see this mainstream view harden even more. It is already very widespread. 

From the [Moon] government’s perspective, I think there was a realization [in the after-
math of the Russian invasion of Ukraine] about the limitations of how South Korea is 
prepared to actually respond as a U.S. ally, [and] how quickly it can pivot to things like 
sanctions, especially when it has its own economy to consider. We saw South Korea 
hesitate for a week before joining in on sanctions. At the time, a week was a really long 
time and the Yoon team was critical of this. Their [the Yoon administration’s] view is, 
“Whenever we are expected to take action, next time we want to be right there, we want 
to show we are a U.S. ally, even beyond North Korea, and that we are a global player.” I 
think from the Yoon camp’s perspective, it was an eye-opening moment.

Journal: You recently wrote about how the international sanctions regime is increasing 
the price of seafood in Japan. As sanctions inflict costs on consumers and businesses in 
Asia, do you think Japan and South Korea’ support for sanctions will prove resilient?

Lee: I am more familiar with Japan sanctions, because Japan has had more sanctions 
and the pace of sessions has been different from Korea. I know they [ROK government] 
were seeking some exemptions so that they would not have to pass on the pain to their 
industries. But, I can speak to Japan, where they have been ramping up sanctions on 
Russia in all sorts of ways.

I recently wrote about the unintended consequence of how limitations on Russian 
imports to Japan ended up limiting a lot of popular fish items sold in fish markets and 
in fast-casual sushi restaurants. It actually started hurting consumers because it started 
raising prices for popular sushi items like crab, salmon, and sea urchin. After consumers, 
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businesses, and fish markets started raising concerns, the Kishida government indicated 
they are probably not going to keep that import ban anymore to help Japanese businesses. 
They are already starting to sort of walk back, once they have realized how much it is 
going to hurt consumers.

I do not know if it is a matter of whether they did not fully anticipate the range of 
people who would be affected by this or if they did not realize it would happen this 
quickly, but they are responding. They are very mindful of how this is going to come off 
to the Japanese public because sanctions like this are abnormal for Japan. They have to 
keep tabs on the domestic response and impacts as they weigh the Russian sanctions. 

Still now, a lot of sanctions experts and Russia experts in Japan have pointed out to 
me that Japan has not quite moved to limiting energy dependence on Russia. So in 
the areas where it might hurt, they [ Japanese government] have not quite gotten there. 
They initially diverted some liquified natural gas supply to Europe to help at the very 
beginning, but now Japan is also going through its own energy shortage. So, if they are 
asked to do that [divert energy to Europe] again, I do not know how they would respond.

Journal: Your reporting on Yoon’s changing positions on gender equality received a lot of 
attention leading up to the elections. After Yoon submitted a reply to the Post defending 
himself as feminist, he retracted the statement due to pushback from his young male 
supporters. What does that say about the sensitivity of gender equality issues within the 
presidential campaign? How will Yoon’s anti-feminist stance affect South Korea’s future 
interactions with other global players, especially democracies like the United States?

Lee: Yoon’s reply to the Post underscored how sensitive and central the gender issue was 
to the election. The timing made it extra sensitive: it was International Women’s Day and 
the day before the election. Everyone knew the election was going to be close and that a 
statement like Yoon’s in the headlines could flip the outcome. Both sides understood that 
every single vote mattered. In the end, the 200,000-vote difference was a testament to the 
type of election it was—the two candidates were unlikable, neither of them could gain 
support, and the race was neck-and-neck. 
All of the drama culminated in Yoon’s 
last-minute reply to the Post.

On the diplomatic front, South Korea’s 
poor record on gender equality will be an 
obstacle to relations with allies who want 
to further gender equality. We might 
see the United States and its allies try to shape South Korea into a more gender-
equal society. However, because South Korea and Japan have both ranked very low in 
measurements of gender equality—especially in the workplace—gender equality will 
be a long-term fight. Pressure to uphold gender equality from Western allies is not 
new and will likely continue. 

“On the diplomatic front, South 
Korea’s poor record on gender 
equality will be an obstacle to 
relations with allies who want 
to further gender equality. ”
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The Yoon government has so far hired a majority of older males to the presidential 
transition team. We will see how he handles the Gender Ministry and who he hires to 
the Blue House. The Yoon administration promised a hiring system based on merit, and 
they held up that rhetoric during the transition. 

Journal: In addition to gender equality and foreign policy toward North Korea, another 
key issue in the 2022 election was COVID-19. South Korea’s COVID-19 response 
was praised in the early phases of the pandemic, but now the public believes the Moon 
administration failed. Why do you think the South Korean public is so disgruntled with 
the Moon administration’s COVID-19 policies?  

Lee: In South Korea, the public’s feelings about the COVID-19 response are tainted by 
other frustrations with the political leadership, especially problems with the economy 
and housing prices. South Koreans are angry that the younger generation cannot afford 
rent and that the older generation cannot hold onto their homes. Income inequality, 
wealth inequality, and housing inequality are guttural issues, and they are intensified 
by political scandal and hypocrisy. There is a phrase called naeronambul (내로남불) that 

means, “When I do it, it is romance. When 
you do it, it is an affair.” That phrase has 
become a defining criticism of the Moon 
presidency.

During the Moon administration, there 
were a few scandals among top govern-
ment officials which colored the public’s 
view of the competency of the leadership. 
That is why Lee Jae-myung tried to frame 
himself as a party outsider, even though 

he has been a governor and mayor. He tried to demonstrate that he is not a part of 
the naeronambul government and that his duty is to serve the people. It is crucial to 
understand these underlying frustrations in order to understand why the public reacts 
so strongly when they feel there is a blunder on COVID-19. South Korea also made a 
few early blunders that inflamed the public, such as major outbreaks at churches and 
nightclubs that made South Koreans question the judgment of the people in charge.

I was in South Korea in November 2021 when the country was “reopening” and trying 
to promote the idea of living with COVID-19. But then the Omicron variant hit and 
within days the government reinstituted lockdowns. It was moments like that—when 
the government said one thing and then did the opposite—that eroded public trust. 
These are some of the complexities that shape South Koreans’ view of the COVID-19 
response, even though, from the outside, South Korea’s low case numbers and high 
vaccination rate appear to be a success story. 

“There is a phrase called 
naeronambul (내로남불) 
that means, ‘When I do it, it 
is romance.When you do it, it 
is an affair.’ That phrase has 
become a defining criticism of 
the Moon presidency.”
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Journal: What is next for you? What are you looking forward to career-wise?

Lee: I want to give this job my all and do my best to do the region and its stories justice. 
Eventually, I want to move into news leadership. I am passionate about improving diver-
sity policies and hiring practices, which are objectives that I have advanced through my 
work at the Asian American Journalists Association. News leadership could also benefit 
from individuals who have experience covering the news in this moment of journalism, 
when digital technologies and social media are changing the reporting industry. For 
now, though, I am having too much fun reporting.

Journal: Do you have any career advice for students?

Lee: I recommend networking with people who otherwise would have not talked to you 
if you were not a student. If you admire a person’s career, go up to them and say, “I want 
your job when you retire.” I have done that before. People appreciate the earnestness 
when you are a student. When you are not a student, people will say, “Are you kidding 
me?” Everyone is always willing to help when people are still in school, even if it is 
graduate school.

Michelle Ye Hee Lee is The Washington Post’s Tokyo bureau chief, covering Japan and the Koreas. 
She is based in Tokyo. Previously, she covered money and influence in politics and voting access 
on the national political enterprise and accountability team and was a reporter for The Post’s 
Fact Checker. Prior to joining the Post in 2014, she was a government accountability reporter 
at the Arizona Republic in Phoenix. She is serving her second term as the president of the Asian 
American Journalists Association, a non-profit founded in 1981 with more than two thousand 
journalists across the United States and in Asia.
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