CENTRO STUDI PER I POPOLI EXTRA-EUROPEI “CESARE BONACOSSA” - UNIVERSITA DI PAVIA

ASIA MAIOR

Vol. XXXIV /2023

Asia in 2023:
Navigating the US-China rivalry

Edited by
Michelguglielmo Torri
Filippo Boni
Diego Maiorano

viella



CENTRO STUDI PER I POPOLI EXTRA-EUROPEI “CESARE BONACOSSA” - UNIVERSITA DI PAVIA

ASIA MAIOR

The Journal of the Italian think tank on Asia founded by Giorgio Borsa in 1989
Vol. XXXIV /2023

Asia 1n 2023:
Navigating the US-China rivalry

Edited by
Michelguglielmo Torri
Filippo Boni
Diego Maiorano

viella



Asia Maior. The Journal of the Italian Think Tank on Asia founded
by Giorgio Borsa in 1989.
Copyright © 2023 - Viella s.r.l. & Associazione Asia Maior

ISBN 979-12-5469-681-1 (Paper)  ISBN 979-12-5469-682-8 (Online)
ISSN 2385-2526 (Paper)  ISSN 2612-6680 (Online)
Annual journal - Vol. XXXIV, 2023

This journal is published jointly by the think tank Asia Maior (Associazione
Asia Maior) & the CSPE - Centro Studi per i Popoli Extra-europei «Cesare
Bonacossa», University of Pavia

Asia Maior. The Journal of the Italian Think Tank on Asia founded by Giorgio Borsa
m 1989 is an open-access journal, whose issues and single articles can be
freely downloaded from the think tank webpage: www.asiamaior.org.

The reference year is the one on which the analyses of the volume are fo-
cused. Each Asia Maior volume is always published in the year following the
one indicated on the cover.

Paper version Italy € 50.00 Abroad €65.00
Subscription abbonamenti@viella.it www.viella.it
EDITORIAL BOARD

Editor-in-chief (direttore responsabile):
Michelguglielmo Torri, University of Turin.

Co-editors:
Filippo Boni, The Open University.
Diego Maiorano, The University of Naples «LOrientale».

Associate editors:

Axel Berkofsky, University of Pavia;

Giulio Pugliese, University of Oxford and European University Institute;
Emanuela Mangiarotti, University of Pavia;

Pierluigi Valsecchi, University of Pavia.

Consulting editors:

Elisabetta Basile, University of Rome «Sapienza»;

Kerry Brown, King’s College London;

Peter Brian Ramsay Carey, Oxford University;

Rosa Caroli, University of Venice;

Jaewoo Choo, Kyung Hee University (Seoul, South Korea);
Jamie Seth Davidson, National University of Singapore;
Ritu Dewan, Indian Association for Women Studies;

Laura De Giorgi, University of Venice;



Kevin Hewison, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill;

Lucia Husenicova, University Matej Bel (Banska Bystrica, Slovakia);

David C. Kang, Maria Crutcher Professor of International Relations, Univer-
sity of Southern California;

Rohit Karki, Kathmandu School of Law;

Jeff Kingston, Temple University — Japan Campus;

Mirjam Kiinkler, Swedish Collegium for Advanced Study — Uppsala;

Noemi Lanna, University of Naples «L’Orientale»;

James Manor, School of Advanced Studies — University of London;

Aditya Mukherjee, Jawaharlal Nehru University;

Mridula Mukherjee, Jawaharlal Nehru University;

Parimala Rao, University of Delhi;

Guido Samarani, University of Venice;

Marisa Siddivo, University of Naples «LOrientale»;

Eswaran Sridharan, Institute for the Advanced Study of India, University of
Pennsylvania;

Arun Swamy, University of Guam;

Akio Takahara, University of Tokio;

Edsel Tupaz, Harvard University alumnus, Ateneo de Manila University and
Far Eastern University;

Sten Widmalm, Uppsala University;

Ather Zia, University of Northern Colorado;

Book reviews editors:

Elena Valdameri, ETH Ziirich;

Aurelio Insisa, University of Hong Kong;
Luciano Zaccara, Qatar University.

Editorial secretary:
Chiara Benini

Graphic project:
Nicola Mocci.

Before being published in Asia Maior, all articles, whether commissioned
or unsolicited, after being first evaluated by the Journal’s editors, are then
submitted to a double-blind peer review involving up to three anonymous
referees. Coherently with the spirit of the double-blind peer review process,
Asia Maior does not make public the name of the reviewers. However, the
reviewers’ names — and, if need be, the whole correspondence between
the journal’s editors and the reviewer/s — can be disclosed to interested
institutions, upon a formal request made directly to the Editor in Chief of
the journal.

Articles meant for publication should be sent to Michelguglielmo Torri
(mg.torri@gmail.com), Filippo Boni (filippo.boni@open.ac.uk), Diego
Maiorano (dmaiorano@unior.it); book reviews should be sent to Elena
Valdameri (elena.valdameri@gess.ethz.ch).



ASSOCIAZIONE ASIA MAIOR

Steering Committe: Filippo Boni, Marzia Casolari, Matteo
Fumagalli, Michelguglielmo Torri (President).

Scientific Board: Guido Abbattista (Universita di Trieste), Domenico
Amirante (Universita «Federico II», Napoli), Elisabetta Basile (Universita
«La Sapienza», Roma), Luigi Bonanate (Universita di Torino), Claudio
Cecchi (Universita «La Sapienza», Roma), Alessandro Colombo (Universita
di Milano), Anton Giulio Maria de Robertis (Universita di Bari), Thierry
Di Costanzo (Université de Strasbourg), Max Guderzo (Universita di
Siena), Giorgio Milanetti (Universita «La Sapienza», Roma), Paolo
Puddinu (Universita di Sassari), Adriano Rossi (Universita «LOrientale»,
Napoli), Giuseppe Sacco (Universita «Roma Tre», Roma), Guido Samarani
(Universita «Ca’ Foscari», Venezia), Filippo Sabetti (McGill University,
Montréal), Gianni Vaggi (Universita di Pavia).

CSPE - Centro Studi per i Popoli extra-europei
“Cesare Bonacossa” - Universita di Pavia

Steering Committee: Axel Berkofsky, Arturo Colombo,
Antonio Morone, Giulia Rossolillo, Gianni Vaggi, Pierluigi
Valsecchi (President), Massimo Zaccaria.

¥

\m

\Iw.h

viella
libreria editrice
via delle Alpi, 32
1-00198 ROMA
tel. 06 84 17 758
fax 06 85 35 39 60
www.viella.it



IX

23
39

125
145

167

187

203

217
235

259

301
323

339
353

375
389

407

433

451
479

CONTENTS

Foreword

Sivia MENEGAZzI, China in 2023: Stimulating Economic Recovery along with
Patriotic Education

GiuLia Scroratl, China in 2023: A «Global-Security-Attentive» Foreign Policy

MAaRCO MILANT & ANTONIO FI0RI, Korean peninsula 2023: A year of rising
tensions and political polarization

GIULIO PUGLIESE & MARCO ZAPpa, Japan 2023: Still walking in Abe Shinzo’s
Jootsteps

Tuan K10, Hong Kong 2023: The new Chinese province

AURELIO INsisA, Taiwan 2023 and the 2024 Elections: A DPP partial victory after
a contested electoral campaign

MiIGUEL ENRICO G. AYSON & LARA GIANINA S. REYES, The Philippines 2022-
2023: A turbulent start for the New Era of Marcos leadership

EMANUELA MANGIAROTTI, Malaysia 2023: A reform agenda overshadowed by
identity politics

RICHARD QUANG-ANH TRAN, Vietnam 2020-2023: Covid Pandemic Recovery,
Unprecedented Leadership Turnover, and Continued Multilateralism
CAROLINE BENNETT, Cambodia 2022-2023: Securing dynastic autocracy

MaTtTEO FumacaLL, Myanmar 2023: New conflicts and coalitions reshape war
narrative, challenging an embattled junta

DIEGO MAIORANO & RaGHAW KHATTRI, India 2023: Towards the general elections
amid rising social tension

IaN HALL, India 2023: Tactical wins and strategic setbacks in foreign policy?

MATTEO MIELE, Nepal 2020-2023: From the Institutional Crisis to New Political
Paths

DIEGO ABENANTE, S7i Lanka 2023: Wickremesinghe’s first six months between
economic recovery and political uncertainty

Marco Corst, Pakistan 2023: Multiple crises in the lead-up to the general elections
FiLipro BoNi, Afghanistan 2023: Taliban governance and international isolation

GIORGIA PERLETTA, Iran 2023: Intensified Focus on the Eastward Strategy and
Ongoing Fractures in State-Society Relations

Special articles

ENRrICO FARDELLA, When history rhymes: China’s relations with Russia and the war
in Ukraine

Davib Scort, The return of the ‘Indo-Pacific’

Reviews

Appendix



FOREWORD

AsIA IN 2023 - UNDER THE BANNER OF CONTINUITY: THE US-CHINA
CONFRONTATION, THE CONTRACTION OF FREEDOM, AND THE FALLOUT FROM
WARS IN WESTERN EURASIA

As during the previous year, in 2023 the situation in Asia was characterized
by three major developments: the US-China confrontation; the authoritar-
ian involution ongoing in most Asian countries; the cascading effects of
Russia’s war on Ukraine, to which, in the closing three months of the year,
were added those of the Gaza war. The war in Europe had a relatively recent
origin — at least apparently — on 24 February 2022. On the contrary, the ori-
gins of the other two major developments went back in time; at least to 2008
in the case of the China-US confrontation and at least to 2014 in the case
of the authoritarian involution of most Asia countries. Among these three
developments, possibly the most important one was the contraposition be-
tween China and the US. From it, we start our overview of the situation in
Asia in 2023.

S1-

In recent years, the US-China confrontation has become the overriding and
overarching factor in international relations world-wide but, most specifi-
cally, in Asia. In 2023, the beginning of the year was characterized by the
«Chinese balloon incident», which saw a Chinese high-altitude balloon, pos-
sibly deployed for intelligence gathering, crossing the North American air-
space to be finally shot down by a US missile on 4 February. This caused the
suspension of the planned visit to China of US Secretary of State Anthony
Blinken. Nonetheless, in spite of this inauspicious beginning, the remain-
der of the year saw a gradual improvement of the situation, epitomised, in
Giulia Sciorati’s words, by the «transition from the “balloon crisis mode”
to high level meetings».! In fact both Washington and Beijing appeared
engaged in managing their bilateral relationship, keeping their communi-
cations open and a dialogue ongoing in areas such as economic cooperation
and climate issues. However, the more relaxed scenario which took shape
after the negative setbacks of the balloon incident were overcome should
not mislead on the true state of the (conflictual) US-China relations.

While consciously avoiding direct confrontation, both Washington
and Beijing proactively carried on their mutual challenge by the construc-

1. Giulia Sciorati, ‘China in 2023: A «Global-Security-Attentive» Foreign Policy’,
in this same volume, p. 27.

ISSN 2385-2526
Asia Maior, XXXIV / 2023 © Viella s.r.l. & Associazione Asia Maior



tion or strengthening of a complex set of allegiances and ententes and/or
the launching of new initiatives, all aimed to fortify their own position and
diminish that of the competing power. Even in this case, both Washington
and Beijing continued along a path already travelled in previous years.

As noted in the preceding Asia Maior issue, in confronting China,
the Biden administration did not discard several of the policies implement-
ed by the Trump administration, both flexing the US military muscles and
carrying on with the attempt to increasingly decouple the economies of the
two countries. At the same time, Washington conceived and launched some
new strategies.

In line with Trump’s anti-Chinese strategy was the decision in Octo-
ber 2023 to impose an embargo on the sale to China of advanced semicon-
ductors and the technology required to produce them.? Also, the US Navy,
challenging China’s territorial claims on the Taiwan Strait, continued to sail
warships through it on a near-monthly basis, to prove the Strait’s interna-
tional status.”

The most important example of the Biden administration’s continua-
tion of an anti-China policy, was, however, a new military pact, which, because
including Australia, the UK and the US, was expression of a strategic method-
ology foreign to the Trumpian view of international relations as pre-eminent-
ly bilateral transactions. AUKUS, as the pact was called by making reference
to the initials of the parties involved, was signed on 15 September 2021, and,
while allegedly aimed to support security and stability «in the Indo-Pacific re-
gion and beyond», was unambiguously intended to countering the expansion
of China’s influence in the Indo-Pacific. The first major initiative of the pact
was the supply to Australia of conventionally armed, nuclear-powered subma-
rines, capable to carry out long-range attack missions.*

As it was made clear already at the announcement of the pact, the
details of the arrangement were to be negotiated over the next 18 months.
In fact, these negotiations resulted in the announcement in March 2023
of «The AUKUS Nuclear-Powered Pathway: A Partnership for the Future»,
or «Optimal Pathway» for short, which outlined the methods and phases
through which Australia would acquire both nuclear submarines and the
know-how which would ensure her capability to operate and maintain them.
Also, it was decided the increase of port visits to Australia on the part of
British and American nuclear submarines, beginning in 2023 and 2026 re-
spectively, officially to increase Australian familiarity in hosting and main-
taining this type of vessels.

2. Alexander Alper, Karen Freifeld and Stephen Nellis, ‘Biden cuts China off
from more Nvidia chips, expands curb to other countries’, Reuters, 17 October 2023.

3. Derek Grossman, ‘America’s Indo-Pacific Alliances Are Astonishingly Strong’,
Foreign Policy, 5 December 2023.

4. Cana Kim, David Lee, Nicole Magney, Noelle Troutman, Sarah Tzinieris,
Thorin Wright, AUKUS Briefing Book. Security and Defence PLuS, PLuS Alliance,
2023.

X



The first nuclear submarines specifically built for Australia would be
delivered by the early 2024. Meanwhile, the US engaged to sell three of
her own nuclear submarines (Virginia Class SNNs) «with the potential to
sell an additional of two if needed, beginning the early 2023s».° Finally, the
legal obstacles in US laws against the sale of nuclear weapons abroad were
removed by the US Congress, when passing the 2024 National Defense Au-
thorization Act (NDAA) in December 2023.°

R

The measures listed so far were accompanied by the strengthening on the
part of Washington of diplomatic ties, again in an anti-Chinese function, with
a number of Asian states. Particularly important was the role played by Biden
in bringing together a triangular US-Japan-South Korea entente. Both Japan
and South Korea were autonomously carrying out an anti-China policy.” How-
ever, the relationship between the two East Asian countries remained difficult,
in spite of the promise of South Korean President Yoon Suk-yeol to enhance
relations with Japan, followed by a surge in diplomatic engagements between
the two countries. In fact, the perduring anti-Japanese sentiments widespread
in Korean society, arising from the memory of the harsh colonial domination
imposed by Japan on Korea and the war crimes that Japan perpetrated there,
remained strong. In this situation, Biden was nonetheless able «to launch a
“new era” of trilateral collaboration».® Japanese Prime Minister Fumio Kishi-
da and South Korean President Yoon Suk-yeol were hosted at Camp David by
the US President. In Biden’s words, the meeting started «a new era in partner-
ship between Japan and the Republic of Korea and the United States».” It was
a partnership whose objectives were formulated in the usual coded anti-China
vocabulary; realizing «a free and open Indo-Pacific», coordinating «capacity
building support in the domain of maritime security», bolstering «the rules-
based international order», enhancing «regional security and prosperity». A
pursuit which, of course, was based on the three partners’ «shared values of
freedom, human rights and rule of law»."

5. Ibid., pp. 14-15.

6. Australian Government, Defence Ministers, Passage of priovity AUKUS submarine
and export control exemption legislation by the United States Congress, 15 December 2023.

7. Marco Milani and Antonio Fiori, ‘Korean peninsula 2023: A year of rising
tensions and political polarization’, and Giulio Pugliese and Marco Zappa, Japan
2023: Still walking in Abe Shinzo’s footsteps’, both in this same volume, pp. 39-64
and 65-124 respectively.

8. Marco Milani and Antonio Fiori, ‘Korean peninsula 2023: A year of rising
tensions and political polarization’, p. 58.

9. ‘Remarks by President Biden, President Yoon Suk Yeol of the Republic of Ko-
rea, and Prime Minister Kishida Fumio of Japan in Joint Press Conference | Camp Da-
vid, MD’, The White House, 18 August 2023.

10. Ibid. See also Trevor Hunnicutt, Hyonhee Shin and Eric Beech, ‘Biden,
Kishida, Yoon at historic Camp David summit’, Reuters, 19 August 2023.
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The strengthening of diplomatic ties between the US and Asian coun-
tries was also visible as far as the US-Taiwan connection was concerned. Not
only it remained robust, but reached «an unprecedented level of commit-
ment» on the part of Washington.!' In fact, Biden distanced himself from
a fundamental aspect of U.S. policy toward Taiwan, namely Washington’s
deliberate strategic ambiguity about America’s willingness to militarily de-
fend the island-state from an annexationist attempt by Beijing. Rather, the
US President publicly specified in two different occasions (22 October 2021
and 19 September 2022) that, in case of an attack on the part of China on
Taiwan, the US would military intervene, even if Washington did not have
any kind of formal security alliance with Taipei.'? Also, if no formal security
alliance existed between Washington and Taipei, a formal economic associ-
ation, The US-Taiwan Initiative on 21* Century Trade, was in the making.
First unveiled in June 2022, the initiative — which aimed to strengthen eco-
nomic ties between Washington and Taipei, and open Taiwan to more US
exports - reached its first concrete result on 1 June 2023, when a bilateral
agreement aimed to streamline border procedures was signed.'?

The years 2022 and 2023 also saw a spectacular overturn of the
pro-China foreign policy which had been followed by Philippine President
Rodrigo Duterte during his term in office (2016-2022).'* His successor, Fer-
dinando Marcos Jr., started a new phase of closeness with the US, meeting
Biden twice. In April 2023, a bilateral agreement was announced, expand-
ing the number of US military bases in the Philippines from five to nine. As
stated in the agreement, its aim was «to strengthen the interoperability of
the U.S. and Philippine Armed Forces and allow us to respond more seam-
lessly together to address a range of shared challenges in the Indo-Pacific
region»."” The announcement stated that these challenges included «natu-
ral and humanitarian disasters», but nobody could fail to see that its main

11. Derek Grossman, ‘America’s Indo-Pacific Alliances Are Astonishingly
Strong’.

12. Ibid. Stephen McDonel, ‘Biden says US will defend Taiwan if China attacks’, BBC, 22
October 2021; Frances Mao, ‘Biden again says US would defend Taiwan if China attacks’,
BBC, 19 September 2022.

13. Monica Miller, ‘US and Taiwan announce formal bilateral trade talks’, BBC,
18 August 2022; Annabelle Liang, ‘US‘laiwan relations: New trade deal signed as China
tensions rise’, BBC, 1 June 2023. For a more detailed analysis of the evolution of the
diplomatic ties connecting the US to Japan and Taiwan as well as those connecting
Japan and Taiwan, besides the already quoted Giulio Pugliese and Marco Zappa,
‘Japan 2023: Still walking in Abe Shinzd’s footsteps’, see Aurelio Insisa, “Taiwan 2023
and the 2024 Elections: A DPP partial victory after a contested electoral campaign’,
in this same volume, pp. 144-164.

14. Miguel Enrico G. Ayson and Lara Gianina S. Reyes, “The Philippines 2022-
2023: A turbulent start for the New Era of Marcos leadership’, in this same issue, pp.
167-185.

15. U.S. Department of Defense, Philippines, U.S. Announce Locations of Four
New EDCA Sites, 3 April 2023.
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objective was China’s containment. Not surprisingly, after the particularly
serious incident of 22 October 2023, involving Chinese and Philippine coast
guard vessels and military run boats in the Second Thomas Shoal'® — namely
a disputed area in the South China Sea or (according to the Philippines)
West Philippine Sea — US Secretary of State Anthony Blinken, Secretary of
Defence Lloyd Austin, National Security Adviser Jake Sullivan and the US
President himself repeatedly warned China that the US would defend the
Philippines in case of any attack in the disputed South China Sea."”

Finally, US-Indonesia relations were strengthened when, in November
2023, Indonesian President Joko Widodo visited the White House, where
he and Biden signed a Comprehensive Strategic Partnership agreement,
allegedly marking «a historic new phase» in the two countries bilateral rela-
tions.'® This was followed a few days later by the signing in Jakarta of «a his-
toric Defense Cooperation Arrangement (DCA) between the two countries»
by US Secretary of Defence Lloyd Austin and Indonesian Defence Minister
Prabowo Subianto."

R

At least some of the agreements listed in the previous section were also relat-
ed to potentially the most important initiative by the Biden administration
in Asia, namely the attempt to resuscitate the economic side of Obama’s
«Pivot to Asia».?* Announced by Biden on 23 May 2022, the Indo-Pacific
Economic Framework (IPEF) included, besides the US, other 13 founding
member states. Ten of them were Asian states; China, of course, was not
among them.?!

Like Obama’s Trans Pacific Partnership (TPP), ditched by Trump in
his first day in office,” IPEF aimed to make the US the decisive «rule-set-
ter» in the Asian economic space. And, quite unambiguously, the rules set
by the US would be aimed to favour the decoupling of the economies of

16. ‘Philippines says Chinese vessels hit two of its boats near disputed shoal’,
NPR, 22 October 2023.

17. Derek Grossman, ‘America’s Indo-Pacific Alliances Are Astonishingly
Strong’.

18. The White House, FACT SHEET: President Joseph R. Biden and President Joko
Widodo Announce the U.S.-Indonesia Comprehensive Strategic Partnership, 13 November 2023.

19. Wahyu Dwi Anggoro, ‘Indonesia and US Sign Historic Defense Coopera-
tion Arrangement’, IDX Channel News, 17 November 2023.

20. On the «Pivot to Asia» see, e.g., Chi Wang, Obama’s Challenge to China: The
Pivot to Asia, London: Routledge, 2015.

21. The IPEF founding members were Australia, Brunei, Fiji, India, Indonesia,
Japan, Malaysia, New Zealand, Singapore, South Korea, Thailand, The Philippines,
United States, Vietnam.

22. Michelguglielmo Torri, ‘Asia Maior in 2017: The unravelling of the US
foreign policy in Asia and its consequences’, Asia Maior Vol. XXVIII/2017 (2018), p. 9.
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the member-states from China and to favour the penetration of US enter-
prises. IPEF, however, while pursuing the same political objectives of TPP,
adopted a radically different strategy. Negotiations of rules concerning
custom tariffs were discarded in favour of other themes. These themes,
later defined the «four pillars» of the IPEF, were: fair trade; supply chain
resilience; infrastructures and decarbonization (under the label of «clean
economy»); tax and anti-corruption measures (under the label of «fair
economy»). Each of the participating countries was at liberty to choose in
how many «pillars» to join the negotiations and whether or not to adhere
to their results.

As noted in the previous issue of this journal, the IPEF had the po-
tentiality to be a game-changer in the economic — and, therefore, political —
international relations in Asia. However, it was a potential that could only be
realized through a long and difficult negotiation. In fact, soon after Biden’s
announcement, the necessary negotiation was proactively carried out by the
member states, under the guidance of the US.**

Although inferior to the most optimistic hopes, the results obtained
were far from being irrelevant.?* Particularly important was the agreement
concerning the supply chain, which reflected «lessons learned from the

23. In the period up to the end of 2023, the negotiation was articulated
in a series of nine in-person meetings held in Brisbane (10-15 December 2022),
New Delhi (8-11 February 2023), Bali (13-19 March 2023), Singapore (8-15 May
2023), Detroit (27 May 2023), Busan (9-15 July 2023), Bangkok (10-16 Septem-
ber 2023), Kuala Lumpur (15-24 October 2023), San Francisco (13-14 November
2023). These meetings were accompanied by «a significant number of virtual inter-
sessional meetings, numerous bilateral meetings at all levels» involving not only the
representatives of the member states but also those of labour, NGOs and industry.
Ministry of Trade and Industry, Singapore, Press Statement on Indo-Pacific Economic
Framework for Prosperity Meetings in San Francisco, without date but possibly issued
on 14 November 2023.

24. The negotiation for the IPEF Supply Chain Agreement was substantially
conclude in the Singapore meeting of May 2023, and the formal Supply Chain Agree-
ment was signed during the San Francisco meeting of November 2023. Again, during
the San Francisco meeting the substantial conclusion of the negotiations concerning
the «Clean Economy» and the «Fair Economy» was announced. In the same occasion
it was also made public the establishment of «a ministerial-level council and commis-
sion to formalize and ensure ongoing cooperation». Finally, there was the declaration
of the creation of an IPEF Catalytic Capital Fund, «to pool resources and expand
the pipeline of bankable climate infrastructure projects in IPEF emerging and up-
per-middle income economies» and of an IPEF Clean Economy Investor Forum «to
catalyze investment for sustainable infrastructure and climate technology across IPEF
economies». U.S. Department of Commerce, Fact Sheet: Substantial Conclusion of Ne-
gotiations on Groundbreaking IPEF Clean Economy Agreement, without date (https://www.
commerce.gov/files/fact-sheet-substantial-conclusion-negotiations-groundbreak-
ing-ipef-clean-economy-agreement).
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COVID-19 pandemic and supply chain shortages».* According to the
pact, each partner state was to monitor supply chain vulnerabilities and
import dependencies and to share information with other partners. This
would remedy a basic problem revealed by the supply chain crises occurred
during COVID-19 and as result of the Ukraine-Russia war. In the words
of Ryan Mulholland of the Center for American Progress, it was a prob-
lem depending upon the fact that, although most countries had a good
sense of what products were coming into their market and what was being
exported abroad, they had far less intelligence regarding the component
parts and materials that a trading partner imported in order to support
its production of a product destined for the market of another country.?

Apart from the IPEF-related results which the Biden administration
effectively reached by the end of 2023, the IPEF-related negotiations aimed
to attain a further goal, namely an agreement concerning the «clean trade»
pillar. It was hoped that the clean trade negotiation would be concluded
— at least de facto — before the November 2023 Asia-Pacific Economic Co-
operation (APEC) Summit, in spite of the coldness on the part of India.?’
However, in the end, it was not India’s opposition that blocked the deal (as
noted above, agreements concerning any of the IPEF pillars did not require
unanimity on the part of the member states), but problems on the part of
the US, which was unclear about what to actually request regarding some
key aspects of digital trade.?

The IPEF project was often disparaged by Western analysts, because
unable to reach all its goals and anyway of allegedly little significance as it
did not cope with the problem of tariffs. However, it is a fact that the IPEF
was judged a credible enough political strategy, and therefore a threaten-
ing one, by Beijing, which repeatedly and variously criticized it. According
to Beijing, the IPEF was an attempt of forcing countries in the region
to take sides by disrupting supply chains; it was an «economic NATO»
squarely aimed at China; it was an attempt, on the part of the US, to co-

25. Ryan Mulholland, ‘The IPEF Supply Chain Agreement Is a Win for U.S.
Industrial Policy’, Center for American Progress, 20 November 2023.

26. Ibid.

27. Erin Murphy, “The Indo-Pacific Economic Framework’s uncertain future’,
East Asia Forum, 24 March 2024. On India’s coldness see ‘India accepts three out of
four pillars of US-led IPEF, so why has it stopped short of a total agreement?’, The
Indian Express, 10 September 2022.

28. David Lawder, ‘U.S. suspends Indo-Pacific talks on key aspects of digital
trade — lawmakers’, Reuters, 8 November 2023. See also, the letter to Joe Biden by
five US senators and seven US members of Congress (the first signatories being Eliz-
abeth Warren and Jan Schakowsky respectively), dated 6 November 2023 (https://
www.warren.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/FINAL%20Letter%20to%20Biden%20in%20
Support%200f%20USTR%20Digital%20Trade%20Work.pdf).

XV



erce its allies to decoupling their economies from China.? All criticisms

that, in this author’s assessment, were not without foundation.
R

Beijing too, in proactively carrying on its challenge to Washington while
avoiding direct confrontation, continued along a path already travelled in
previous years, as shown by the fact that, in the period under review, the
Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) *° continued to be a main element in China’s
foreign policy. The BRI, however, became part of a more complex strategy
which saw the launching, in the years 2020-2023, of new initiatives aimed to
complement it and strengthen China’s soft power internationally.
Launched in 2013 by China’s President Xi Jinping, the BRI brought
together under an apparently common programme® - and, perhaps
more importantly, under one catchy narrative — Chinese economic and
infrastructure projects dating back to the 1990s.*> When announced by
Xi Jinping as his signature project, the BRI appeared as a gigantic infra-
structures plan, with economic, strategic and political aims. In economic
terms it had two main objectives, one related to China’s domestic econom-
ic situation and the other to China’s foreign policy. As far as the domestic
side was concerned, the BRI aimed to externalize a set of economic prob-
lems which had beset the Chinese economy since the 2008 global finan-
cial crisis, such as over-reliance on the infrastructure sector and potential
industrial overproduction problems. As far as the international side was
involved, the BRI had as its goal to connect China to the remainder of
Old Continent, but also to Latina America and South Pacific. In strategic
terms, the BRI aimed to build inland routes particularly to China’s sources
of raw materials and, more importantly, energy resources, bypassing the
easily militarily lockable bottleneck represented by the Strait of Malacca.

29. Teddy Ng, ‘China says Washington’s ‘divisive’ Indo-Pacific strategy doomed
to fail’, South China Morning Post, 23 May 2022; ‘China goes on offensive against IPEF,
projects it as ‘economic NATO’ to blunt its dominance’, The Week, 24 May 2022; Qi
Xijia, ‘US coerces allies into targeting China at IPEF’, Global Times, 28 May 2023. For
a more in-depth analysis of China’s reaction to the IPEF, see Mohamad Zreik, ‘Nav-
igating new waters: China’s strategic responses to the Indo-Pacific economic frame-
work for prosperity’, Asian Journal of Political Science, 2024 (https://doi.org/10.1080/0
2185377.2024.2399064).

30. The project, announced by Xi Jinping in 2013 as the new Silk Road, was
formalized in 2015 with the name of «One Belt, One Road initiative (OBOR)»; later,
in 2015, the English name was changed in «Belt and Road Initiative», while the Chi-
nese name did not change.

31. That the BRI is a common programme less in reality than in appearance is
explained in the continuation of this essay.

32. Andrea Ghiselli, Protecting China’s Interests Overseas: Securitization and Foreign
Policy, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2021.
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Finally, in political terms, the BRI aimed to enhance China’s influence in
the countries joining the project.

The BRI physical-infrastructure projects peaked in the years 2016 to
2019, to slow down after that date, as a consequence of both COVID-19 and
the deceleration of Chinese economic growth. The slowdown in physical in-
frastructure projects was at least partially compensated by the momentum
assumed by the Digital Silk Road Initiative (DSR). Launched in 2015 as a
subset of the BRI, the DSR had become increasingly important on its own
since 2019. The augmented importance of digital investments, nevertheless,
was not the only change in the BRI set up. Initially characterized by the large
size of many projects, managed by Chinese state-owned companies (SOEs),
the emphasis shifted in November 2021 to «small and beautiful», namely to
smaller projects, where the role of private-owned Chinese companies became
increasingly important.*® In the words of Professor Christoph Nedopil Wang,
director of the Griffith Asia Institute, while «in 2020 all the top partners for
BRI engagement were SOEs, since 2022 private sector companies lead BRI
investment».* This shift was accompanied by a dramatic contraction of Chi-
nese investments abroad; China overseas development finance «shrunk from
about USDY0 billion in 2016 to about USD5 billion in 2021».%

The contraction in investments was not the only problem affecting
BRI at the beginning of the year under review. According to Ammar A.
Malik, head of AidData’s Chinese Development Finance Program, in 2022
35% of the BRI projects were suffering from some sort of «<implementation
challenge».*® Also, a growing number of projects had been or risked to be
cancelled for reasons including corruption scandals, the violation of labour
rights and environmental problems.*” Another major problem, contributing
to turn the public opinions of many states against the BRI was the danger to
be pushed into a «debt trap».

This was a fear unsupported by any serious study on the topic. In
fact, existing studies showed that China’s development financing system was
fragmented, without any strong coordination, characterized by the pursuit
on the part of each of its constituent elements of their own, mainly econom-

33. While in the first phase of the BRI, the average deal size exceeded US$ 500
million, by 2022 it had dropped to less than US$ 400 million. See Christoph Nedopil
Wang, ‘“Ten years of China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI): Evolution and the road
ahead’, Griffith Asia Institute and Green Finance and Development Center, Regional Outlook
Paper, No. 76, 2023, p. 11.

34. Ibid., p. 14.

35. Ibid., p. 12.

36. Simone McCarty, ‘China’s Belt and Road is facing challenges. But can the
US counter it?’, CNN, 22 August 2022.

37. Philip Lott, ‘Road to Nowhere? Prospects for the BRI in 2023 and Beyond’,
9Dashline, 24 January 2023.
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ic, gains.”® As showed by one of these studies, in Sri Lanka and Malaysia,
«the two most widely cited ‘victims’ of China’s ‘debt-trap diplomacy’», the
most controversial BRI projects had been autonomously initiated by the
local governments, in pursuit of their own domestic agendas. Accordingly,
the debt problems supposed to be the end-result of a Machiavellian policy
on the part of China had arisen «mainly from the misconduct of local elites
and Western-dominated financial markets».*

Also, by 2022, another development had come to the fore, debunking
the «debt trap» theory; by that date, nearly 60% of China’s foreign loans
were held by countries considered in financial distress, which could repay
what they had borrowed only with great difficulty, if at all.** This was a sit-
uation in which China, far from being in the position to leverage the debt
contracted by BRI-engaged countries, appeared in danger of catastrophic
financial losses. As noted by Meia Nouwens of IISS, it was a situation in
which «it could be asked whether, instead of trapping sovereign countries in
Chinese debt for strategic value, Beijing has inadvertently been caught in a
debt trap of its own making».*!

Significantly, while for some two decades Beijing had managed debt
restructuring on a bilateral basis and involving only Chinese state-owned
banks, «in February 2023 it called the G20 to multilateralise the debt burden
that China faces, calling for ‘joint action, fair burden’ in debt settlement».*?

But, of course, a theory does not need to be based on facts to be
believed and, therefore, influential. It suffices if it gives simple, seemingly
logical, easily remembered explanations for complex problems; all charac-
teristics eminently possessed by the «debt trap» theory. Which, accordingly,
continued to be repeated,” moulding large strata of the public opinions of
many countries, both inside and outside the BRI.

By the beginning of 2023, all the above factors had convinced most
analysts outside China that the BRI was «losing steam», was a «road to no-

38. Lee Jones and Shahar Hameiri, ‘Debunking the Myth of «Debt-trap Diplo-
macy»’, Chatham House, 14 December 2020; Nadia Clark, “The Rise and Fall of BRT’,
Council on Foreign Relations, 6 April 2023.
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40. In the years 2020-2023, over US$ 78bn of Chinese loans had to be renego-
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where», and had been de facto ditched by the Chinese leadership.* These
gloomy forecasts, nonetheless, were disproved during the 3" Belt and
Road Forum for International Cooperation, held on 17 and 18 October
2023 in Beijing, which was attended by representatives from 140 countries
and 30 international organizations.*> During the forum, which marked the
10" anniversary of the BRI, Xi Jinping committed ¥ 780 bn (US$ 107 bn)
to finance the initiative for the next five years, namely the same amount
pledged at the first BRI forum in 2017.% In the same occasion, Xi stressed
a series of changes in the BRI methodology, which had already became ap-
parent; in particular the shift from big to small projects and the emphasis
on green development. *’

According to the evaluation made at the beginning of 2024 by Pro-
fessor Christoph Nedopil Wang, in the 10 years after its announcement
the cumulative BRI engagement breached the US$ 1 trillion mark (US$
1.053 trillion), of which about US$ 634 billion in construction contracts,
and about US§ 419 billion in non-financial investments. Investments and
finance were on the rise, with about 212 deals worth US$ 92.4 billion com-
pared to about US$ 74.5 billion in 2022. Also, investments as a share of BRI
engagement reached in 2023 record levels at over 52%, which, as pointed
out by Professor Wang, indicated «higher ownership and risk taking of Chi-
nese enterprises».**

BRI investments in 2023 were dominated by private sector enterpris-
es, but construction contracts continued to be the preserve of SOEs. On the

44. ‘Study shows China’s Belt and Road plans losing momentum as opposition,
debt mount’, The Straits Times, 29 September 2021; Christina Lu, ‘China’s Belt and
Road to Nowhere’, Foreign Policy, 13 February 2023; Sourav Dahal, ‘Belt and Road to
Nowhere’, The Katmandu Post, 15 February 2023 (updated on 16 February 2023); ‘Chi-
na’s BRI losing Steam as loans turn sour, new investments decline: Report’, The Times
of India, 7 September 2023. Most of these evaluations were based on the (often su-
perficial) reading of an AidData report; see Ammar A. Malik, Bradley Parks, Brooke
Russell, Joyce Jiahui Lin, Katherine Walsh, Kyra Solomon, Sheng Zhang, Thai-Binh
Elston, and Seth Goodman, Banking on the Belt and Road: Insights from a new global
dataset of 13,427 Chinese development projects, Williamsburg, VA: AidData at William &
Mary, September 2021.

45. ‘Belt and Road forum: Xi Jinping signals China will stay the course in de-
velopment pitch to Global South’, South China Morning Post, 18 October 2023.

46. Of course, even judging from the standpoint of the BRI’s past history, the
fact that a certain amount of resources has been committed does not necessarily mean
that it will actually be spent. No doubt, the ongoing slowdown of the Chinese econ-
omy could play a role in preventing the total fulfilment of the engagement taken
during the 3" Belt and Road Forum for International Cooperation.
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whole, Chinese overseas engagement grew, which was a particularly signifi-
cant development, if one takes into account that foreign direct investments
(FDI) into emerging economies in 2023 dropped significantly.* In fact, al-
ready in 2021, when Beijing’s development finance commitments had been
declining, China, with an annual output hovering around US$ 85bn a year,
outspent «the U.S. and other major powers on a 2-to-1 basis or more».>
The growth in investments was accompanied by an increased emphasis on
environmental protection, as China’s energy-related engagement in 2023
was the greenest in absolute and relative terms in any period since the BRI’s
inception, reaching US$ 7.9 bn."!

In the final analysis, far from folding up, the BRI continued to be
prominent among the set of strategies employed by Beijing to expand its
influence world-wide. Admittedly its defining features had gone through
a process of change, which had begun during the COVID-19 phase and
had been formalized during the 3" BRI Forum of 17-18 October 2023.
These changes aimed at avoiding some of the pitfalls which had become
visible during the previous years. As already noted, these changes included
the shift from SOEs to private enterprises; that from large scale projects to
smaller projects; and the greening of BRI-related initiatives. Also, during
the 3 BRI Forum, much emphasis was given to the need to prudently and
tightly manage the ongoing projects. Finally, a narrowing of the group of
participants had become visible, shown by the fact that 19 countries saw a
100% drop in BRI engagement, including Turkey and Kenya, while Russia
saw one deal only in 2023, after no engagement at all in 2022. Also, Africa
became the largest recipient of Chinese engagement, overtaking Middle
Eastern countries.*

RED

As noted above, the continuation of the BRI was coupled by the launch-
ing in the years 2020-2023 of new initiatives aimed to complement it and
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strengthen China’s soft power internationally. As highlighted in the pre-
vious issue of this journal, these initiatives included the Global Develop-
ment Initiative (GDI), announced by Xi Jinping on 21 September 2021, and
the Global Security Initiative, announced by China’s President on 21 April
2022. On 15 March 2023, they were followed by the Global Civilisation In-
itiative (GCI), announced by Xi Jinping during the Chinese Communist
Party and world political parties summit.>

The official goal of the GDI was to expedite the implementation
of the UN 2030 agenda for Sustainable Development,* by fostering bal-
anced, coordinated and inclusive development.®® To support developing
countries pursuing these goals, Xi Jinping pledged US$ 3bn over the next
three years.”® In the period from its launching to the end of 2023, con-
crete measures for implementing the GDI included the upgrading the
Global Development and South-South Cooperation Fund,?” the increase
of its capital to US$ 4bn, the start of Phase III of the China-FAO South-
South Cooperation Trust Fund, and the heightening of support for the
China-UN Peace and Development Fund.”® By November 2023, more
than 100 countries and international organizations had voiced support for
the GDI, while over 70 countries had joined the Group of Friends of the
GDIL.* Particularly relevant was the presence of all 10 ASEAN members

53. ‘Full text of Xi Jinping’s keynote address at the CPC in Dialogue with World
Political Parties High-level Meeting’, China Daily, 26 March 2023.
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in the Group of Friends, South-east Asia being the recipient of the largest
number of initial GDI projects.®

As already noted, the GDI appeared to have been conceived by the
Chinese leadership not as a substitute of the BRI, but as its complement.
Whereas the main focus of the BRI remained on traditional infrastruc-
tures, the GDI privileged measures more tightly related to development
cum poverty reduction.®! Financial sources also differed; the BRI was main-
ly financed by China’s policy banks, commercial banks, multinational de-
velopment banks, sovereign wealth funds; conversely, the GDI principally
depended on the Global Development and South-South Cooperation Fund
in partnership with the United Nations Development Programme.* These
differences in financial sources favoured a tighter control on the GDI on the
part of the Chinese government,” no doubt to prevent the kind of spend-
ing policies followed by the BRI up to 2023, which, as already noted, had
brought about a proliferation of bad debt on the part of many recipient
countries.

The second global initiative launched in the years 2020-2023 was
the GSI, which allegedly aimed «to address global security challenges and
promote peace and stability by emphasizing international partnership, co-
operation and dialogue».®* The main objectives of the new initiative were
indicated by Xi Jinping as the commitment «to taking the legitimate secu-
rity concerns of all countries seriously, uphold the principle of indivisible
security, build a balanced, effective and sustainable security architecture,
and oppose the pursuit of one’s own security at the cost of others’ secu-
rity».% These objectives would be pursued while engaging «to peacefully
resolving differences and disputes between countries through dialogue and
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61. More specifically they were indicated as «poverty reduction, food security,
pandemic responses, financing for development, climate change and green devel-
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consultation». The GSI objectives were strictly tied, according to Xi Jinping,
to those pursued by the GDI, because, as the Chinese President noted in
the speech which unveiled the GSI: «Security is the precondition for devel-
opment».%

Following the usual Chinese modus operandi, the GSI, when un-
veiled, was short on details. These details, however, were spelled out in a
GSI Concept Paper which was published on 21 February 2023,%” and fleshed
out through the enhanced activism on the part of Chinese diplomacy in
several fields of crises, including the Ukraine and Israel-Palestine crises.
But its most conspicuous success — one which «stunned the world», because
it involved the possibility to «reshape the Middle East, and the role of the
United States» in it® — was China’s role as facilitator of a deal brokered in
March 2023 between long-time rivals Saudi Arabia and Iran.

The third global initiative launched by China in the years 2020-23
was the GCI. Its official aim was the creation of a world network of cooper-
ation between different «civilizations». This network was based on the idea
that, as pointed out by Xi Jinping: «All civilizations created by human soci-
ety are splendid», and that, as a consequence, the relations between them
ought to be based on the «principles of equality, mutual learning, dialogue
and inclusiveness».* Hence, according to Xi, cultural exchanges were to
transcend estrangement, mutual learning was to transcend clashes, and co-
existence was to transcend feelings of superiority.”

The GCI was less a programme than the ideological legitimation of
the other global Chinese global initiatives, BRI included. It basically stated
that China economic and security support was offered to other «civiliza-
tions» without the strings attached represented by the attempt to impose
the acceptance of China’s ways. In fact, as noted above, according to the GSI
ideology any single civilization had its own ways, determined by its unique
historical past. As such, any of them had equal dignity to those of any other
civilisation. China’s aid, therefore, did not involve a request to change the
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socio-economic structure of the aided countries according to Beijing’s direc-
tives. A position, as is easy to see, completely different from that of the West
and, in particular, the USA.

R

As noted in the previous Asia Maior issue: «Both the GDI and GSI were
based on principles apparently in line with those of the West, in the first
case, or at least not antithetical with them, in the second case».”" The GSI’s
basic philosophy, however, was alternative to that followed by the West at
least from the beginning of the Cold War. Still, wishing for international
relations based on the «principles of equality, mutual learning, dialogue and
inclusiveness», which would transcend estrangement, clashes, and feelings
of superiority, does not appear, at first sight, so alien to many of the basic
principles professed by the West. Nonetheless, analysts and ideologues in
the West, but most particularly in the US and UK, after initially dismiss-
ing the Global Initiatives as «short on details, albeit not on platitudes»,”
launched a sustained attack on them. The GIs were assessed as the instru-
ments of a direct assault on the US-centred, «rules-based» world order. As
such, they aimed at eliminating «universal values in areas such as human
rights and democracy»,” and, therefore, at protecting authoritarian states.
In fact, their final goal was the de-legitimation of the existing US-promoted
liberal order and its substitution with a new multipolar world order, where
authoritarian states would be prevalent and China would be on top.™

All this criticism was in line with the enhancement of the rhetorical
arguments against one another, which — as already noted in the previous
issue of this journal™ — was part of the ongoing US-China confrontation.
It however betrayed a deepening anxiety on the part of the West, but most
particularly the US, that, in spite of the slowdown of the Chinese econo-
my and the problems caused by Beijing dubious management of the COV-
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ID-19-induced crisis, China’s foreign policy was becoming not only increas-
ingly aggressive, but, more importantly, increasingly successful in giving the
lead of the Global South to Beijing.

R

In fact, the anxiety on the part of the US about the ever more successful
attempt on the part of China if not to take the lead, at least to play an pro-
gressively more important role at the international level was not without
foundation. The BRI and the other three GIs were indeed part of a strategy
which aimed to strengthen China’s international position, and, for this very
reason, to diminish that of the US. It was an aim pursued on the one hand
by offering economic support to the Global South and, on the other, by the
attempt to make the Chinese way to development-cum-autonomy-and-se-
curity hegemonic (in the Gramscian meaning of the term), in particular
among «civilizations» different from the Western one.

Now the important question is: to which extent the BRI & GIs had
been successful, by the period under review, both in promoting the ascend-
ance of China as a global player and the weakening of US influence in the
Global South? No doubt, the ideological justification proposed by Beijing for
its international initiatives was well thought-out and seducing. But, equally
unquestionably, it was a seduction which, at least up to the closing of this
writing, had had little success with the countries to which it was aimed. As
pointed out in an Issue Brief of a well-known US think tank: <A survey of
nearly 7,000 prominent figures in the emerging world conducted in 2020 by
AidData revealed that while China’s influence was growing rapidly in global
development, that influence was not seen as positively as that of many other
major players».” This is not particularly surprising because the economic
support offered by China to the countries of the Global South, although
couched in the rhetorical language presenting it as a disinterested win-win
strategy, was a hard-nosed policy, which not only had as its main objective
the promotion of Chinese interests, but was offered at a higher cost than that
required by the International Monetary Fund. Also, at least up to 2020, Chi-
na had generally appeared reluctant to restructure debts incurred by nations
that had availed themselves of financing obtained through the BRI. On the
top of all that, a militarily increasingly powerful China was conducting an all
the time more aggressive policy toward its neighbouring states. Not surpris-
ingly, as a rule, Chinese international relations with countries in the Global
South were all the better the greater their geographical distance from China.

When all the above has been pointed out, however, the fact remains
that China offered a source of financial support, in particular to the coun-
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tries of the Global South, which was alternative to the sources controlled by
the West and, in particular, the US. Even more importantly, by 2021, China
had emerged as «the lender of last resort» to developing countries, offering
rescue lending for a total of US$ 240bn to more than 20 debtor countries
in the years 2020 and 2021 only.”” Hence the success of China’s seduction
of the countries of the Global South. As a matter of fact, it was a seduction
which, in many cases, trumped the fears triggered by Beijing’s military ag-
gressiveness. From this viewpoint, the case of Vietnam is paradigmatic.

In 2023 the US-Vietnam connection apparently become so close that, by
reading the assessments of some Western analysts, ™ one could be tempted to
hypothesize that Vietnam was near to join the US sphere of influence in Asia.
In September, the US President visited Hanoi and, on 10 September, signed
a joint agreement with Vietnam leader, General Secretary of the Commu-
nist Party of Vietnam Nguyen Phu Trong, elevating US-Vietnam relations
from Comprehensive Partnership (established in 2013) to Comprehensive
Strategic Partnership, placing the US on Vietnam’s highest diplomatic sta-
tus.” The agreement pledged greater cooperation in the semiconductors
and minerals sector, and aimed to increase market expansion opportunities
for US business.®” Hence, Western commentators saluted the US-Vietnam
agreement not only as heralding the «deepening of political and diplomatic
relations, as well as economic, trade, and investment cooperation» between
the two countries, but as proof of the growing insertion of Vietnam in the
network of alliances and ententes woven by Washington to contain China.®!

This optimistic evaluation, nonetheless, was soon put in doubt by Chi-
nese President Xi Jinping’s visit to Vietnam on 12-13 December 2023. The
visit, marked by a great display of mutual cordiality, clearly demonstrated
that economic cooperation between the two countries trumped the ongoing
dispute over the position of their common boundary in the South China
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Sea.® Hence, the signing of «dozens of bilateral cooperation documents»*
related not only to security but also to rail links, telecoms and digital data
cooperation.** While an agreement on rare earths, clearly desired by Xi Jin-
ping, was not reached, the joint statement which concluded the visit under-
lined the common desire «to seek ways to co-operate on key minerals».*

-II -

In 2023, another continuing trend, characterizing the situation in Asia, was
the process of authoritarian involution affecting most countries. As in the
preceding years, this phenomenon was not limited to democratic and qua-
si-democratic polities but also to openly authoritarian ones. After all, even
inside authoritarian polities, there are different degrees of liberty-depri-
vation, and, in 2023 as in the preceding years, liberty-deprivation became
more pronounced not only in democracies and quasi-democracies but in
authoritarian states too. Indeed, this process was conspicuous both in the
most populous authoritarian country in Asia (and on Earth), namely China,
and in the most populous (supposed) democracy in Asia (and on Earth),
namely India.®

R

As summarized by Freedom House and argued by Silvia Menegazzi in this
and previous Asia Maior issues, in recent years the authoritarian involution
of China’s polity has steadily continued, becoming increasingly pronounced.
Under Xi Jinping’s leadership, the ruling Communist Party of China (CCP)
tightened its control over all aspects of life and governance, including state
bureaucracy, media, online discourse, religious practice, universities, busi-
nesses, and civil society associations. This process was strengthened when,
in October 2022, Xi Jinping’s took up the office of party leader for the third
time, which consolidated his personal power «to a degree not seen in China

82. Vietnam had signed the MoU on BRI cooperation in 2017. China had
long been Vietnam’s largest trading partner, while Vietnam was China’s biggest trad-
ing partner among the ASEAN countries and the fourth largest globally. In 2022,
ChinaVietnam trade stood at US$ 234.92bn and was on an upward trend in 2023.
‘China, Vietnam lift ties to new stage, aiming for shared future’, Xinhua, 14 December
2023.

83. ‘Xi calls state visit to Vietnam successful culmination of China’s diplomatic
efforts in 2023’, Xinhua, 14 December 2023.

84. Francesco Guarascio, Khanh Vu and Minh Nguyen, ‘China, Vietnam hail
upgrade of ties; agree to boost security’, Reuters, 13 December 2024.
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86. The involution of the Indian political system from a full, although imper-
fect, democracy to an «electoral autocracy» has been continuously documented by this
journal, beginning with its analysis of India’s political situation in 2015.
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for decades».*” In turn, Xi Jinping’s increasingly tight control over China’s
state apparatus found expression in the introduction of new laws® and an
increased attention to cadre training, aimed to reinforce «patriotic educa-
tion», namely full adhesion to Xi Jinping’s ideology.*

The ongoing authoritarian process was accompanied by «a multi-year
crackdown on political dissent, independent nongovernmental organiza-
tions (NGOs) and human rights defenders», which, according to Freedom
House, resulted in China’s civil society being «largely decimated».” Because
this process has been documented in Silvia Menegazzi’s analyses in this and
the previous issues of Asia Maior and in other readily available sources, it
does not need to detain us here. Some key points, nonetheless, deserve to
be briefly underlined.

The first is the situation of freedom of expression and beliefs. Ac-
cording to Freedom House, China has a most sophisticated system of media
censorship, particularly online.®" This system, according to some Western
analysts, allows the Chinese state to carry out «what may be the most exten-
sive effort to selectively censor human expression ever implemented».?? Accord-
ingly, while the state allows open discussion and debate on social media, it
strictly controls and manages influential social forces that can challenge the
hegemonic position of the party-state. This objective is pursued, in particu-
lar, by co-opting, repressing and limiting the reach of influential non-Party
«thought leaders».”® Hence, in 2023, as in previous years, professional jour-
nalists, citizen journalists and bloggers were detained, disappeared, or were
criminally charged.”

Even more depressing was the situation of ethnic minorities, particu-
larly in Xinjiang, Tibet, and Inner Mongolia. In Xinjiang — where the policy
of repression against minorities appeared to be at its height — more than a
million Uyghurs and other members of Turkic ethnic minority groups were
detained in prisons and labour camps (sometimes called Vocational Skills
Education and Training Centers). Also, in Xinjiang and Tibet a policy of
ethnocide was ongoing. It found expression in the increasing numbers of
ethnic minority children who «have been separated from their parents and

87. Freedom House, Freedom in the World 2024: China (https://freedomhouse.
org/country/china/freedom-world/2024).
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forced to attend state-run boarding schools, where Mandarin is the sole
language of instruction and where students are subject to intense political
indoctrination».” As part of this ethnocidal policy, ethnic minority writers,
scholars, musicians, religious figures, and anybody else criticizing this state
of affairs were subject to long prison terms and other forms of punishment.?

This authoritarian involution unfolded not only domestically, but
in Hong Kong, where any form of autonomy was dismantled. As document-
ed by Than Kiil in this Asia Maior issue, in 2023 the imposition of an in-
tegrated set of political and administrative reforms in Hong Kong ended
up centralizing all decisions «in the hands of a government which, in turn,
[was] increasingly dependent on Beijing».”” This policy was supervised by
a newly-created Hong Kong and Macao Affairs Office (HKMAO), directly
depending on the CCP and controlled by members of the Chinese intelli-
gence. Hence, as noted by Than Kit, the political set up in Hong Kong be-
came one in which «security through surveillance» trumped even economic
development.”

R

To an Italian, as this author is, who moves from the analysis of the author-
itarian involution ongoing in China to that taking place in supposedly
democratic India, an Italian proverb comes irresistibly to mind: «If Mess-
ene cries, Sparta does not laugh»; differently put, if the situation in China
is dismal, in India it is not much better. As documented by Diego Maio-
rano and Raghaw Khattri, in this same Asia Maior issue,” in India the
year 2023 was characterized by the continuation of that downward trend
in democracy which had become apparent with Narendra Modi’s ascent
to power, following the 2014 general election, and which had accelerated
after his second consecutive victory at the 2019 general election.'® It was
an authoritarian involution that, according to Maiorano and Khattri, was
particularly evident in two domains: the restriction of civil liberties and
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99. Diego Maiorano and Raghaw Khattri, ‘India 2023: Towards the general
elections amid rising social tension’, in this same issue, pp. 283-284.

100. As pointed out by Maiorano and Khattri, some scholars argue that the
democratic crisis ongoing in India has roots which go back well before Modi’s rise
to power. This may be true, but what is relevant is that the democratic crisis became
apparent only when Modi became prime minister, and, no doubt, the proactive and
aggressive anti-minorities and anti-opposition activities of organized groups which
are part of the hard core of Modi’s supporters played a conspicuous role in the wors-
ening of the situation.
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the erosion of democratic institutions. An international broadcast corpo-
ration as BBC, a local news outlet as Newsclick, an independent think tank
as the Centre for Policy Research (CPR) were all at the receiving end of
repressive moves on the part of the government, which made use of a set
of measures including raids by tax officials, arrests of journalists under the
draconian anti-terrorism Unlawful Activities Prevention Act (UAPA), and,
in the case of the CPR, cancellation of the certificate necessary to access
foreign funds. Also, Rahul Gandhi — namely the most important politician
of the Opposition — was sentenced to two years in prison and disqualified
as MP for an allegedly offensive remark against Modi, made during the
2019 electoral campaign. Eventually, the Supreme Court suspended Gan-
dhi’s conviction, pending his appeal, which allowed him to be reinstated
as MP. But, at the end of the year, more than 100 MPs belonging to the
Opposition were suspended for asking a probe in a security breach oc-
curred in the Parliament on 13 December 2023. This suspension and the
subsequent boycott by opposition parties of the on-going parliamentary
session was ruthlessly utilized by the majority to pass some critical bills
without debate or scrutiny.'!

Possibly more disturbing than the restriction of civil liberties and ero-
sion of democratic institutions discussed by Maiorano and Khattri was the
dejected and steadily worsening state of the minorities, in particular those
belonging to the non-Hindu religions, namely Muslims and Christians, and
those belonging to the most discriminated social strata, namely Dalits and
Adivasis.

The steadily worsening state of the religious minorities was the
end-product of an ongoing assault, mainly carried out at three levels. The
first was the spreading of a toxic mass ideology, which singled out the mem-
bers of the minorities as not fully Indians, and, as such, disloyal to the In-
dian nation, bent on damaging the real Indians, namely the Hindus, and
prone to violence; the second was the enactment or maintenance of discrim-
inatory laws and regulations, targeting Muslims and Christians; the third
was the violent vigilante activity carried out by a galaxy of extra parliamen-
tary groups, whose actions were rarely if ever sanctioned by law enforcement
agencies — which, of course, encouraged these groups to be increasingly
aggressive and vicious.

The toxic anti-minority ideology which was becoming hegemonic in
India was spread particularly by the ruling party, the BJF, and the Sangh
Parivar, namely the extra-parliamentary forces that, under the guidance of
the oldest and more organized among them, the RSS, support the BJP. A
main component of this toxic ideology is the theory of the five jihads, sup-
posedly carried out by the Indian Muslims with the goal to transform India

101. Diego Maiorano and Raghaw Khattri, ‘India 2023: Towards the general
elections amid rising social tension’, pp. 283-284.
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into a majority Muslim country by 2025. They are: the love jihad, the land
jihad, the UPSC jihad, the Bollywood jihad, and the thook (spit) jihad.

Love jihad supposedly consists in the seduction of Hindu girls by
Muslim men, in order to convert them to Islam; land jihad is the supposed
taking over of land owned by Hindus through violence or other illegal
means, to gift it to the Wagqf (the inalienable Islamic charitable trust); UPSC
jihad concerns the examinations conducted by the Union Public Service
Commission for entry into the civil service, which are supposed to favour
Muslim candidates; Bollywood jihad consists in the supposed dominance
of Muslim superstars in the Indian movie industry, which results in movies
which give a mendaciously favourable portrait of Islam; thook jihad, finally,
supposedly consist in the habit by Muslim cooks to spit into the food they
prepare for their Hindu patrons, even if it is not clear — at least to this writer
— how this could favour the spread of Islam in India.

It goes without saying that no documentary proof has ever been
produced to prove the existence of any of the five jihads. That they exist
and are ongoing is something plainly ridiculous and, in certain cases, fly
in the face of what even the most clueless person in India can see daily
with their own eyes.'” This, however, does not detract from the fact that
the jihad theories have been assiduously disseminated, and continuously
reiterated by politicians and activists belonging to the BJP and the Sangh
Parivar both through public speeches and the social media. The result has
been in accordance with the saying usually misattributed to Nazi Minister
of Propaganda Joseph Goebbels: «If you repeat a lie often enough, people
will believe it, and you will even come to believe it yourself>. In fact, by
now, the jihad accusations are accepted as true by consistent swathes of
the Hindu population. This has translated into the spread of a climate of
hate against the Muslim minority, which, in turn, has made easy carrying
out the other two attacks on the Indian Muslims. A series of laws or reg-
ulations targeting Muslim activities have been or are being introduced,
making difficult, among other things, interreligious marriages and social
intercourses among persons belonging to different religions. At the same
time, the anti-Muslim climate has greenlighted the violence of Hindu vig-
ilante groups against Muslims and mixed-religion friends or couples. Both
anti-Muslim laws and vigilante violence are also justified by the accusation
that Muslims either eat cow meat or trade it. Most lynchings, which rou-

102. From this point of view, the Bollywood jihad deserves the palm. In a yearly
production oscillating between 1500 and 2000 movies per year, those giving a favour-
able view of anything Muslim can be counted on the fingers of the hands. Conversely,
in the past few years many openly Islamophobic movies have appeared, being some-
times commended by the Prime Minister himself. The UPSC jihad deserves second
place in the classification of the absurd, as Muslims are almost absent in the Indian
bureaucracy, in particular at the executive level. But the other pretended jihads too
unambiguously belong to the reign of the absurd.

XXXI



tinely take place in India and target Muslims, are justified on the basis of
this accusation.

Without delving on any in-depth description of the legal and extra-le-
gal persecution against the Indian Muslims in 2023,' it is worth stressing
that perpetrators of violent actions against them, including riots and lynch-
ings with lethal results, go usually scot-free. Conversely the Muslim victims
are often jailed and, taking a leaf from Israeli treatment of Palestinians,
their houses demolished.'™*

The situation of the Christian Indian minority is hardly better. Ex-
actly as in the case of the much bigger Muslim minority,'” the situation
of the Christians has never been particularly happy in independent India.
But —again as in the case of the Indian Muslims — it has conspicuously wors-
ened since Modji’s rise to power. In the case of the Christian minority, the
jihad theories and meat-eating-or/and-meat-trading accusations are substi-
tuted by the theory that Indian Christians sneakily carry out a campaign
of «forced conversion» targeting the Hindu community. It is a campaign
allegedly conducted by making use of deception, bribery, and a variety of
other unseemly means, including force.

Like in the case of the nefarious jihads led by the Indian Muslims, the
hardly less wicked forced conversion campaign led by the Indian Christians
has been countered at the legal and extra-legal levels. At the legal level, the
main instrument has been the anti-conversion laws. Anti-conversion laws,
which are not a new feature in the Indian legal landscape, have never been
enacted at the federal level, but are present in many Indian states. The bulk
of these laws has been introduced after Modi’s rise to the prime minister-
ship and all of them have been applied with growing severity ever since. In
certain cases, for example in Maharashtra, Christians have been indicted
of forced conversion even if no anti-conversion law is in the books. In most
cases, anyway, in Maharashtra as elsewhere, legal actions against Christians
accused of forced conversion appear to be a ploy to persecute the Christian
minority.

As in the case of the Indian Muslims, Indian Christians have been the
target not only of legal persecution but also of unprovoked vigilante vio-
lence. Once again, as in the case of Muslims, not only the Christian victims

103. Which are detailed in particular in in Irfan Engineer and Neha Dabhade,
‘Deepening of Hatred, Hate Speeches and Impunity in 2023: Communal Violence
in India’, Communal Violence in India Report 2023, and United States Department of
State, Office of International Religious Freedom, India 2023 International Religious
Freedom Report.
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are not defended by the police, but if they report the violence they have
suffered to the police, they are often indicted and detained. In the case of
Christians, the standard accusation is that of actually being responsible for
forced conversion. Of course, as in the case of the Muslims, the virtual im-
punity enjoyed by the Hindu vigilante groups which act against the Chris-
tians only spurs these groups to become more aggressive.

Not surprisingly, according to Open Doors, a global network doc-
umenting anti-Christian persecutions and advocating the protection of
Christians but also generally of religious liberty, in 2013, on the eve of
Narendra Modi’s rise to the prime ministership, India ranked 31* in the
list of the 50 countries were Christians faced persecution; in 2023, India
had climbed to 11™ place, making it «one of the most dangerous places for
Christians» in the world.!%

RO

Narendra Modi has not been short of promises towards the Dalits (untouch-
ables), since the time of his victorious electoral campaign leading to the
2014 general election, even if he has been much more restrained as far as
the Adivasis (tribal peoples) are concerned. In either case, nonetheless, the
condition of the two most discriminated social groups in India has worsened
under Modi’s dispensation. This has been shown by a report released on
4 December 2023 by the NCBR, the government agency responsible for
collecting and analyzing crime data. An examination of the data included
in the NCBR report reveals that in the years 2018 to 2022, while crimes
against Dalits and Adivasis went up, «the conviction and charge-sheeting
rates remained abysmally low»."” Differently put, as in the case of Muslims
and Christians, the rise of crimes against Dalits and Adivasis went largely
unpunished. Also, the same data showed that the situation was particularly
bad in states controlled by the BJP, in particular Uttar Pradesh.'®

R

China and India are by far the most relevant examples of the authoritarian
involution affecting Asia, but they are in no way unique. In 2023 Cambodia
finally morphed into a dynastic autocracy, while human rights continued
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to be rolled back.' Malaysian democracy, on its part, «witnessed a grow-
ing trend in public debates being shaped by racially and religiously framed
narratives» and continued to be characterized by a situation in which polit-
ical power was predicated on Muslim-Malay exclusivism.'"® Myanmar con-
tinued to be devastated by the ongoing civil war.'"" Sri Lanka was under
the shadow projected by the government’s apparent unwillingness to shed
light on responsibility for political violence in the country and the lack of
certainty that it would respect the electoral agenda which called for pres-
idential and parliamentary elections in 2024.""? In Pakistan, the judicial
persecution of Imran Khan, the former premier and incumbent leader of
the opposition, was coupled with the postponement of the provincial and
general elections.!"” In Afghanistan, the denial of basic rights to women and
ethnic minorities remained a defining feature of the Taliban regime.'"* In
Iran the repression against the «woman, life, freedom» movement, sparked
by the death of Mahsa Amini (September 2022), went on.'"> Hundreds of
protesters were killed and thousands were detained. As pointed out by Hu-
man Rights Watch: «Security forces’ impunity [was] rampant, with no gov-
ernment investigations into their use of excessive and lethal force, torture,
sexual assault, and other serious abuses».!'® Also, still according to Human
Rights Watch, Iranian authorities expanded their efforts in enforcing abu-
sive compulsory hijab laws, while security agencies targeted family members
of those killed during the protests.'"”

R

As in 2022, in spite of the widespread contraction of political liberties affect-
ing most Asian states, in 2023 there were exceptions, documented both in the
essays published in this volume and in the reports of the main organizations
devoted to analysing the state of democracy in the world. Japan, South Korea
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and Taiwan remained full-fledged democracies. In Nepal, after the constitu-
tional crisis in 2021, in spite of «enormous contradictions» still experienced
by its political system «almost twenty years after of the Republic»,''® the situ-
ation of democracy improved. In fact, most parties appeared committed to
democratic processes and authorities appeared more tolerant of peaceful as-
semblies.'! A certain improvement of the democratic situation was also visible
in the Philippines, under the dispensation of the new president, Ferdinand
«Bongbong» Romualdez Marcos jr., who, unexpectedly, both overturned most
policies of his predecessor, the illiberal Rodrigo Duterte, and tacitly distanced
himself from the authoritarian legacy of his father, Ferdinand Marcos sr., who
had ruled the country as a dictator. As shown by Ayson and Reyes in this same
Asia Maior issue, «<Marcos Jr.’s sudden reversal of his predecessor’s contro-
versial governance agendas became the defining narrative of his adminis-
tration’s initial year»."®® The new President admitted the «abuses» that had
occurred during Duterte’s war on drugs and, differently from his predecessor,
did not show any inclination to subvert judicial independence. Marcos Jr.
also reversed his predecessor’s hard-line approach to the Philippines’ dec-
ades-long communist insurgency and revived the Government’s peace talks
with the National Democratic Front of the Philippines (NDFP).'?!

Finally, it is worth pointing out that, in 2022, most of the popular
protests which had swept several Asian countries as a reaction to the ongo-
ing tightening of the pre-existing spaces of freedom did not last in 2023.
The exception was Iran, where militant non-violent resistance against the
repressive policies of the regimes continued, although with a diminished
intensity.'*

- III -

In 2023, the third continuing trend characterizing the situation in Asia was
the adverse impact on the region of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, which
caused a rise in economic uncertainty, geopolitical tension and military
spending. In the concluding months of the year, the Israeli war on Gaza
became a further source of geopolitical tension.

From an economic viewpoint, the invasion of Ukraine, the unexpect-
ed resistance of Ukraine to the invasion, the necessity for both Russia and
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Ukraine to adjust their economies to war needs, the imposition of economic
sanctions on Russia by most Western and some Asian countries could not
but disrupt the economies of both Russia and Ukraine. As noted in the
previous Asia Maior issue, this was bound to effect Asia, «<both because most
Asian countries imported Russian oil, and because some of them imported
agricultural commodities from either or both Ukraine and Russia».'** Im-
mediately after the invasion, this resulted in the spike in the prices of oil,
gas and food staples. By the first months of 2023, however, the situation im-
proved, as the price of both oil and wheat went back to the pre-war level,'*!
while the price of natural gas went down considerably, although remaining
well above its historical average.'* Nonetheless, the continuation of the war
and the lack of any clear indication of its ending in a near future kept both
energy and food prices fluctuating.'?® This caused considerable economic
uncertainty in several Asian countries, in particular Afghanistan, Pakistan,
Sri Lanka, Bangladesh, Myanmar, the Philippines.'?’

Economic uncertainty was accompanied by rising geopolitical ten-
sion. In fact, the war in Ukraine «raised the level of anxiety about existing
tensions in Asia», as it clearly showed that the «unthinkable» possibility of
a major war in which at least one of the protagonists was a nuclear power
was very real.'® Differently put, the possibility of China making use of
military means to take over Taiwan suddenly appeared a much more real
threat than before the beginning of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine on 24
February 2022. In some quarters, this potential threat looked even more
pronounced because of the lack of any Asian alliance along the lines of
NATO."™ This enhanced perception of danger favoured the acceptance
on the part of several Asian countries of the US policy — already discussed
in the first part of this essay — aimed at building security networks in order
to contain China.
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In the concluding months of the year, an additional element of ge-
opolitical tension in Asia was represented by the Israeli war on Gaza. As a
rule, countries with a majority Muslim population took an unambiguous
stand against Israel’s war of extermination in Gaza, some of them going as
far as to justify Hamas’s attack of 7 October 2022.%° But sympathy for the
Palestinians’ suffering was present in other Asian countries too, particularly
on the part of the local public opinions, adversely impressed by the growing
death toll in Gaza and videos showing the effect of Israeli bombing, circu-
lating on social media.”' China was ready to exploit the situation criticizing
not only Israel but also the United States, for its support for Israel and the
double standards it demonstrated.'*

The wars in Ukraine and Gaza only added to the already existing
geopolitical tensions. In this situation, the rise in military spending on the
part of most Asian states, which was another characterizing feature of the
state of Asia Maior in 2023, comes as no surprise. While the rise in military
spending has been a feature of the world situation in the past years, in 2023
Asia was the area where this rise was more pronounced after Europe; so
much so that it outpaced the rate of economic growth.'*

IV -

As in 2020 and 2021, the political evolution of Asia in 2023 has been
marked by three major trends; two of them — the US-China contraposition
and the contraction of liberty — are trends which have been ongoing for
several years; the remaining one — the fallout of the wars in the Western side
of Eurasia — is something which took shape only after 24 February 2022. All
three trends had a deeply negative effect on Asia, which has been detailed in
this essay and those collected in this volume. Both this essay and the others
collected in this volume have highlighted that these negative consequences
do not exhaust the field of possibilities available to Asian countries. The
US-China contraposition has opened (previously non-existing) political and
economic spaces to several Asian countries. The contraction of political lib-
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erty in most Asian countries has been accompanied by the maintenance of
democracy in a minority of them, and an improvement of the democratic
situation in some few cases. The negative fallout of the wars on Western
Eurasia is bound to end as soon as these wars end, which, according to some
analysts, is something which will happen in a not-too-distant future.

Once all this has been pointed out, the fact remains that the negative
elements of the situation appear to decisively outweigh the positive ones.
The US-China contraposition could end up in a military confrontation,
whose starting point would very possibly be either Taiwan or the Second
Thomas Shoal. And any US-China military confrontation could escalate to a
nuclear war. No enlargement in democracy in the other Asian countries can
really outweigh the steadily contraction of liberty in China and India. There
are signs that both Russia on one side and Ukraine and its supporters on the
other are nearing a stage of exhaustion, which will force them to some kind
of political solution of the war. In the Middle East, however, no solution is
in the offing for the Palestinian question, and, without it, it is difficult to
think that any long-lasting peace is possible. The fact that Israel appears
decided to make use of its massive military superiority vis-a-vis the other
states of the region to decisively alter the existing political set-up does not
improve the situation. In the long run, Israel’s attempt to impose its will on
the Middle East by the ruthless employment of its overwhelming military
might could reveal itself a fool’s errand. Whichever the end result of Isra-
el’s ruthless policy, in the medium and long run it will anyway destabilize
the Middle East and continue to provoke a negative fallout on many Asian
countries.” Hence, as a conclusion of this overview of the evolution of Asia
in 2023, what has been said in the previous two issue of this journal must be
repeated; the situation remains bleak, and much optimism about the future
of the region is unwarranted.

Michelguglielmo Torri

My thanks to Aurelio Insisa for his criticism and suggestions. Of course, it goes with-
out saying that any responsibility for possible errors and inaccuracies still included in
this essay is mine alone.

134. For example, the war on Gaza has put an end, at least for the time be-
ing, to any possible development of the 12U2 or «Western Quad». On the 12U2,
see Michelguglielmo Torri, ‘Foreword. Asia in 2022: The consequences of the war in
Ukraine, US-China rivalry, democratic decline and popular protests’, p. XVIIL.
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In 2023, the People’s Republic of China witnessed two major significant develop-
ments. Firstly, the Chinese Communist Party demonstrated a clear intention to in-
crease Party ideological rectification through important political gatherings, insti-
tutional reforms, and the introduction of new laws. This reflected an effort by the
Xi Jinping leadership to fortify the linkage between ideology, politics, and the legal
system. Emphasis was also placed on cadre training, indicative of the Party’s com-
mitment to reiforce patriotic education, by ensuring the alignment of its members
with the Party’s objectives. Secondly, in the aftermath of the post-pandemic recovery,
the Chinese leadership actively worked to reshape the domestic perception of the Chi-
nese economy by projecting an image of resilience and strength, deflecting attention
Sfrom potential difficulties. These two significant developments underscored the Party’s
strategic manoeuvres to consolidate ideological unity and legitimacy, enhance cadre
capabilities, and shape a positive narrative surrounding the country’s economic tra-
Jectory.

KEYWORDS — economic recovery; patriotic education; cadres training; ideo-
logical unity.

1. Introduction

One of the most significant issues of 2023 in the People’s Republic of China
(PRC) was the recovery after almost three years of rigid COVID-19 restric-
tions. It is estimated that China’s abandonment of COVID-19 measures be-
tween late 2022 and the beginning of the year 2023 reinvigorated a US$ 18
trillion economy that had recorded one of its lowest growth rates in nearly
half a century [Reuters 2023, 15 March]. According to data released by the
Chinese government, China witnessed a consistent economic resurgence
with a 5.5% year-over-year GDP growth. The production across various sec-
tors, including agriculture, industry, services, and energy, exhibited rapid
expansion [The State Council of the People’s Republic of China 2023]. In
summary, according to government sources, China’s economic performance
demonstrated a positive trend during the first half of the year. However,
despite initial signs of recovery, the Chinese economy slowed down signifi-
cantly in the second quarter of 2023. There are several explanations for
China’s flawed economic recovery. Prime among these, there is the Par-
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ty’s priority to defend Xi Jinping’s authority, prioritize security challeng-
es, and implement a communication campaign aimed at promoting Xi’s
new ideological formulation of Chinese-style modernization, rather than
introducing new measures to stimulate internal demand and confidence
among Chinese consumers [Pei 2023]. In 2023, the term «Chinese-style
modernization» (zhongguo shi xiandaihua — # EXINAK4L) evolved into a key
concept characterizing the legitimacy of both the Chinese Communist Party
and Xi Jinping’s development agenda [People’s Daily 2023, 20 February].
This catchphrase prominently featured at the commencement of Xi’s third
term during the opening of the National People’s Congress on 4 March
2023 [China Media Project 2023, 12 May]. One month before, on 7 February
2023, during a speech at a study session of the CPC Central Committee,
Xi Jinping had remarked that «it is Party leadership that determines the
fundamental path of Chinese modernization» [Qiushi 2023, 31 May]. To
this extent, the relevance of the catchphrase is key to understanding the
way the Chinese leadership reflects and shapes narratives about China’s
modernization path. More precisely, from a Chinese leadership point of
view, China’s development follows a unique path towards modernization,
characterized by its huge population size and the desire to improve living
conditions equally throughout the country. This uniqueness began in the
late 1970s, and within a few decades, the PRC was able to achieve an indus-
trialization path that took Western countries centuries to accomplish [Qiushi
2023, 14 November].

Likewise, technological innovation represents a key aspect of China’s
modernization. Amidst growing challenges related to the abandonment of
COVID-19 restrictions and anti-corruption campaigns, another import-
ant event for the year under review concerned the 2023 World Internet
Conference (WIC) held in Wuzhen from 8 to 10 November. During the
Summit, President Xi Jinping delivered an online message emphasizing
how China focuses on developing «a Global Strategy on Artificial Intelli-
gence and how Wuzhen has become over the years a platform for global
digital exchanges and cooperation through dialogue and sharing of prac-
tices and technologies» [Bonaglia and Frisoli 2023]. Despite the limited
coverage received by the event in the West, compared to other (political)
events occurred in China over the course of the year, the Wuzhen Summit
stands as a fundamental example of China’s ambitious goal of promoting
«indigenous innovation» (zizhu chuangxin — F £ AH1). The term, which
draws on the CCP long history, has become a central strategic concept in
Chinese government rhetoric during the Xi Jinping era, building on a
long-standing tradition of emphasizing self-reliance in industry and tech-
nology [Waldie 2022]. In 2023, China’s quest for greater technological
self-reliance also sparked a debate about issues related to technological
sovereignty in key areas such as microchip production. By fostering a do-
mestic microchip industry, China sought to mitigate vulnerabilities associ-
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ated with external dependencies [Economic Daily 2023, 6 September]. The
importance of self-reliance in industry and technology was also evident
in the recruitment strategies of the leadership. Although the Politburo
has long been dominated by economic technocrats, the appointment of
five prominent scientists to the 24-member Politburo at the 20" National
Congress of the CCP in October 2022 reflected President Xi Jinping’s
willingness to ensure the country’s economic, scientific, and technological
self-reliance while boosting resilience to external shocks [Jie 2023: 2]. Un-
surprisingly, since the mid-2000s, China has graduated more STEM (Sci-
ence, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics) PhDs than the United
States, and it is estimated that by 2025 Chinese universities will produce
more than 77,000 STEM PhD graduates per year compared to approxi-
mately 40,000 in the United States [Zwetsloot et al. 2021].

This essay is structured into five different sections each delving into
critical aspects that illustrates China’s major issues and events characteriz-
ing its domestic politics for the year under review. By focusing on Party’s
ideological rectification, legal reforms and China’s economic recovery, this
study discusses the CCP’s strategic efforts to strengthen ideological cohe-
sion and legitimacy with the intent to construct a favorable narrative about
the country’s development path. Accordingly, there is a widespread inter-
pretation by scholars of the relevance of the various levels of legitimacy
in non-democratic countries, among which the linkage between econom-
ic growth and nationalism rests key to understand the main sources of le-
gitimacy in China [Holbig and Gilley 2010]. Likewise, despite it is correct
to affirm that each CCP leadership generation relies on different forms of
legitimacy, after Mao’s death the following leadership generation derived
«instrumentally semi-legal-rational legitimacy by good governance, despite
their attempts to earn traditional legitimacy through highlighting both
leftist communist ideology and rightist Chinese culture» [Huang and Pang
2022: 984]. As a matter of fact, it is precisely within such process that since
the 1980s the leadership in power also promoted the idea that greater pros-
perity has strengthened rather than weakened under the CCP’s rule [Doyon
and Froissart 2024]. However, as confirmed for the year under review, what
has changed with the current administration is that this process has clearly
intensified, becoming a priority from the perspective of the CCP and Xi’s
agenda. In a nutshell, the link between economic growth and Chinese-style
modernization remains central to the Xi Jinping administration. More pre-
cisely, in the view of party leaders and cadres, legitimacy and ideological
unity must be strengthened through patriotic education, economic resur-
gence, and technological innovation.

Following this introduction, the section titled «Party and Politics»
discusses the Chinese Communist Party’s influence on major political
trends. It offers a concise overview of key events shaping the government’s
agenda, coupled with an informed analysis of Politburo study sessions. The
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section titled «Chinese Economy» analyses crucial economic data from the
reviewed year. It discusses disparities between Chinese and non-Chinese
sources and highlights the role of State-Owned Enterprises (SOEs) in Chi-
na’s economic resurgence. The section titled «Key Developments in Law
and Regulations» provides a concise overview of major legal framework
updates in China. Lastly, the concluding section summarizes insights from
each preceding part. It will reflect on the interconnectedness of political,
economic, and legal dimensions, emphasizing the fundamental role of
the CCP.

2. Party and Politics

Remarkably, for the year under review the number of senior-level investiga-
tions jumped by 40% compared with 2022, when the Central Commission
for Discipline Inspection (CCDI) recorded 32 investigations into high-rank-
ing officials. According to a report released by the South China Morning
Post, prior to 2023 the single year characterized by the highest number of
senior officials investigated by the CCDI was 2014, with 38 investigations
[South China Morning Post 2024, 6 January]. Since assuming the presidency
in 2013, Xi Jinping has in fact spearheaded an extensive and high-profile
anti-corruption campaign within China. This initiative marked a significant
departure from the previous leadership style and aimed to tackle corruption
at various level of the government, the Party, and State-Owned Enterprises
(SOEs). While corruption is not a new phenomenon in China, nor are an-
ti-corruption efforts conducted by the Chinese Communist Party (CCP), the
latest anti-corruption drive — which occurred in China for the year under
review — calls into question that Xi Jinping’s power is solid or uncontested
as many believe [Young 2023]. With regards to China’s firing of top-level
officials, two important names stood out in the course of 2023: Qin Gang,
China’s former foreign minister, and Li Shangfu, China’s former defence
minister. According to international media outlets, the military and defence
apparatus was the most problematic, with nine military officials additionally
expelled from the National People’s Congress in late December [Bloomberg
2023, 29 December]. As a matter of fact, the anti-corruption crusade in the
Xi Era is arguably «the largest and most powerful crackdown on corrup-
tion in the entire history of the CCP» [Gong and Tu 2022: 7]. The main
features that distinguished it from the previous generations are the exten-
sive prosecution and harsh punishment of corrupt officials in parallel with
strong institution-building efforts to promulgate a series of party and state
regulations, as well as the reorganization of anti-corruption agencies [Gong
and Tu 2022: 8]. At the government level, China’s preeminent superviso-
ry and anti-corruption authority is the National Supervisory Commission
(NSC), established in 2018 through a constitutional amendment, as part
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of the CCP’s reform efforts initiated in 2016. The NSC operates under the
direct oversight of the National People’s Congress (NPC) and its Standing
Committee. The authority operates also in parallel with the Central Com-
mission for Discipline Inspection (CCDI), the highest supervisory organ of
the CCP. More recently, both institutions prioritized Xi’s status and security
over anti-corruption efforts [The Diplomat, 2019, 23 February].

2.1. Significant updates on the government’s agenda

China’s most relevant political event for the year under review, the Two
Sessions (lianghui Wi4%), was held in Beijing from 4 to 13 March 2023. The
meeting comprised the 14" National People’s Congress (NPC) and the Na-
tional Committee of the Chinese People’s Consultative Conference (CP-
PCC). During this event, the discussion focused on prioritizing economic
stability, the recovery and expansion of consumer spending, and the pro-
motion of high-quality economic development. The key topics covered and
discussed at the meeting were the following: 1) stability growth as a top
priority; 2) boosting domestic demand as a key driver for economic growth;
3) strengthening the modernization of the industrial system; 4) boosting
market confidence and stimulating the vitality of the private sector; 5) pur-
suing a new round of SOEs reform; 6) facilitating high-level opening up to
stabilize foreign trade and investments; 7) enhancing fundamental research
to boost self-reliance and strength in science and technology; 8) promoting
green development to reach the dual carbon goals; 9) advancing the com-
prehensive registration-based system to improve the modern capital market
with Chinese characteristics; 10) preventing and mitigating major finan-
cial risks; 11) facilitating coordinated regional development; 12) improving
people’s well-being; 13) implementing a new round of institutional reform
of the State Council.

Interestingly, although dozens of topics were discussed during Chi-
na’s Two Sessions, on Chinese social media the most commented themes
were not fully aligned with the ones discussed by the leadership in power.
More precisely, they were: 1) the Taiwan issue; 2) China’s military advance-
ment; 3) technological self-reliance; 4) the figure of Xi Jinping as a powerful
leader; 5) Chinese media in the new era [Koetse 2023].

The Work Report presented by outgoing Chinese Premier Li
Keqiang proposed ten main projected targets for development for the
year under review: 1) a GDP growth of around 5%; 2) 12 million new ur-
ban jobs; 3) a decrease in urban unemployment rate of around 5.5%; 4) a
CPI increase of around 3%; 5) growth in personal income in line with the
country’s economic growth; 6) a steady increase in both the volume and
quality of imports and exports; 7) a basic equilibrium in the balance of
payments; 8) grain output of over 650 million metric tons; 9) continued
reductions in energy consumption per unit of GDP and in the discharge
of major pollutants, with priority on controlling fossil fuel consumption;
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and 10) steady improvements in the quality of the eco-environment [State
Council Information Office 2023a].! Beyond the targets, it is relevant to
also analyze the Work Report delivered by Prime Minister Li to assess the
emphasis on major relevant topics.

A study conducted by the Bruegel Institute by using Artificial Intelli-
gence (AI) and semantic classification techniques monitored the 2022 and
2023 Work Reports to discover that the five most mentioned topics were
GDP growth, the private sector, debt, innovation and ‘other’. With reference
to the year 2023, the two most-mentioned topics were GDP growth and in-
novation [Garcia-Herrero et al. 2023]. Additionally, the authors focused on
the top five sentiments expressed repeatedly throughout the reports: neu-
trality, approval, optimism, caring and admiration. For the year under re-
view, neutrality and approval were the top two sentiments [Garcia-Herrero et
al. 2023]. Although GDP growth and innovation remain at the cornerstone
of China’s economic policy, it is worth discussing the political implications
of such findings. For instance, the fact that at the opening of the CCP’s Na-
tional People’s Congress, Li’s speech heavily focused on promoting China’s
«full economic recovery» shows that, after being battered for several years
by the pandemic, China’s economic policymaking is still guided by a cer-
tain level of economic pragmatism, rather than geopolitics or ideology only.
Indeed, in the initial months of 2023, Xi Jinping and his administration
prioritized China’s economic resurgence. In pursuit of this goal, the govern-
ment implemented diverse measures aimed at preserving political stability
to the greatest extent possible [Piao and Cui 2024]. KPMG, a multinational
services company and among the top four accounting organizations world-
wide, provided a reality check of the figures and policies presented by the
Chinese government through the Work Reports for the last two years. The
KPMG report highlights technical innovation and green transformation as
the two main channels driving investments in the manufacturing industry.
Likewise, the slowdown in the tightening of monetary policies in overseas
markets provided more space for China’s monetary policy to reform while
stabilizing the RMB exchange rate [KPMG 2023: 4].

The year 2023 also saw the release of a very important document
for the Chinese government, which was issued by the Central Committee
together with the State Council on 16 March 2023, and titled «Party and
State Institutional Reform Plan» (hereafter the Plan). The objective of the
Plan was to reinforce Party control, improve resource allocation, and accel-
erate progress towards self-reliance in science and technology. In this re-
gard, two major decisions appeared of paramount importance: the estab-
lishment of the «Central Science and Technological Commission» and the
reorganization of the Ministry of Science and Technology (MOST). Con-

1. Former Premier Li Keqgiang died at the age of 68 in October 2023 of a heart
attack.
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cerning the former, the Commission was structured as a decision-making
body in charge of: (1) strengthening the leadership of the CCP’s Central
Committee in science and technology; (2) formulating major strategies
and policies for science and technology development; (3) coordinating
military and civilian science and technology development. With regards
to the China’s Science and Tech Ministry, the major change was that the
Ministry would no longer oversee specific scientific research project eval-
uations and management; instead, it would guide and supervise the oper-
ation and management of professional institutions for scientific research
management and exercise a strengthened supervision and evaluation of
the implementation of scientific research projects and their results [Zhang
2023]. To this extent, the MOST is expected to function as a sort of admin-
istrative body on behalf of the Central Science and Technological Com-
mission. In addition, the Plan deliberated to establish the «National Data
Administration», an agency directly under the National Development and
Reform Commission (NDRC).

From the government’s point of view, another important event,
occurred in the course of 2023, was the restructuring of the State Coun-
cil, which takes place every five years after the start of the new NPC. The
eight-and-an-half-day-long meeting was of paramount importance for the
Chinese government as it concluded with the announcement of the new
President and Vice-President of the People’s Republic of China. They were,
respectively, Xi Jinping, elected for a third term, and Han Zheng, former
Vice-Prime Minister from 2018 to 2023. The NPC also nominated the new
appointees to the State Council: Li Qiang, Ding Xuexiang, He Lifeng,
Zhang Guoqing, Liu Guozhong, Wu Zhenglong, Chen Yigin, Qin Gang, Li
Shangfu, Wang Xiaohong [Li 2023].2

It is worth remembering that China’s watchers, in analysing the per-
sonnel brought to the fore at the beginning of Xi Jinping’s third term,
appeared to be concerned by the fact that Xi’s inner circle was essentially
made by «yes man». In their opinion, this demonstrated that state security
and social stability had the precedence over economic issues. Again, on the
basis of the analysis of the personnel brought to the fore, Western analysts
argued that the policy priorities of the new Xi’s administration focussed on
the development of state owned enterprises at the expenses of the private
sector [Li 2023].

2. It is worth stressing that Qin Gang, China’s most prominent American ex-
perts and influential policymaker, was removed from his post after just seven months
in the job as Minister of MOFA in July 2023. China’s Defense Minister General Li
Shangfu was removed in October 2023, two months after he disappeared from public
view. Their successors are Dong Jun, currently serving as the 13" Minister of National
Defense and Wang Yi, former and current Minister of Foreign Affairs.
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2.2. Political gatherings and cadre training in 2023

In the People’s Republic of China, the official delineation of the gov-
ernance structure separates the state, represented by the government, from
the ruling party, the CCP. For the year under review, it is crucial to analyze
major political occurrences also from the perspective of the party system,
identifying for instance, which Party events played a key-role. In particular,
the analysis must be focussed on specific organizations deserving to be men-
tioned given their relevance for cadre training: the Politburo and its Stand-
ing Committee, the Central Committee of the CCP, the Politburo Study Ses-
sions, the Central Commission for Comprehensively Deepening Reforms,
the Central Commission for Financial and Economic Affairs, the Central
Commission for National Security, the Central Commission for Political and
Legal Affairs, the Central Economic and Work Conference, and the Central
Party. Among these, the study sessions of the Politburo provide unique in-
sights into the interests and priorities of the CCP’s elites [Hart 2021].

Politburo Study sessions are monthly meetings attended by top par-
ty members concerning events of strategic importance in different fields:
economics, foreign policy, governance, and military affairs. Although the
CCP Politburo has convened group study sessions since the start of the Hu
Jintao administration in 2002, as showed in Table 1 in the Xi’s era there was
a distinctive change in the topics covered, and the study sessions came to be
dominated by a focus on Party affairs, foreign affairs, military, and security
affairs [Hart 2021]. Otherwise, as also stated in a policy brief published in
2007, under Hu’s administration for the most part Politburo Study sessions
covered topics concerned with the international situation and domestic is-
sues such as agricultural development, employment, education, health care,
etc. [Lu 2007].

Table 1: Description of CCP Politburo Group Study Sessions in 2023

Date Category | Major topics - Description

31 January 2023 Econom- | China’s economic development (dual circula-
ics and | tion, economic security and self-reliance, and
Finance; | rural-urban divides; self-reliance and critical
Develop- | technologies).

ment

21 February 2023 Econom- | China’s bid for technological self-reliance; the
ics & Fi- | strengthening of basic scientific research.

nance
31March 2023 Party Af- | The study of “Xi Jinping Thought on Socialism
fairs with Chinese Characteristics for the New Era”

in all fields of China’s development.
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29 May 2023 Party Af- | The quality and coverage of China’s education

fairs ecosystem; science and technology; self-suffi-
ciency.

30 June 2023 Party Af- | Marxist teachings adapted to China’s national
fairs context.

24 July 2023 Security | Military governance, military-civilian relations
and Mil-
itary  Af-
fairs

27 September 2023 | Econom- | China and WTO reform; foreign investments
ics & Fi- | and global value chains.
nance

28 October 2023 Party Af- | Ethnic minorities and party history
fairs

28 November 2023 | Econom- | Rule of Law; foreign business in China
ics & Fi-
nance

Source: Compiled by the author based on data from CSIS 2023a; CSIS 2023b.

Aside from the Politburo, another key institution responsible for Party
training in China is the Central Party School (CPS).? Traditional scholarship
has focused mostly on the ideological function served by party schools and
there exists less knowledge on the larger system of cadre training institu-
tions anchored by the CPS [Lee 2015].

The Party school system traces its origin to the pre-1949 period when
the Chinese communists were fighting against the nationalists to gain power
[Shambaugh 2008: 829]. At the national level, the CPS remains the most
prestigious institution and, in addition to training and teaching curricula, it
also performs the function of a think tank in charge for Party reform policies
[Shambaugh 2008: 840]. On 16 October 2023, the CCP Central Committee
issued a new document titled «National Cadre Education and Training Plan
(2023-2027)» [4EFHHAE RV (2023-20274F)], which demonstrates
the paramount relevance played by the CPS for ideological study still at
present times [People’s Government of China 2023]. The document also
remarked the leading role of the CPS in the cadre political training process
and highlighted its joint work with the CCP Central Organization Depart-

3. «There are about 46 million state and Party cadres in China and they are all
now subjected to regularized training in one of four types of training institutions: the
three national cadre academies (ganbu xueyuan F3#%Pt) run in Pudong, Jinggan-
shan, and Yan’an by the Party’s Organization Department; the Central Party School
(zhongyan dangxiao 1 9% #%) in Beijing and approximately 2,800 other Party schools
across China; 1,500 or so administration academies (xingzheng xueyuan ATEUEERD);
and 600 or so academies of socialism (shehui zhuyi xueyuan #1433 L %F%) run by the
Party’s United Front Department » [Shambaugh 2017: 166].
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ment in putting together the studying material to be utilized for Xi Jinping
Thought courses [Dotson 2024].

On 7 February 2023, Xi Jinping delivered an important speech at
the opening ceremony of the CPS Study session. The topic of the seminar
was «Studying and implementing the spirit of the 20" Party Congress of the
CCP and correctly understand and promote Chinese-style modernization».
Xi Jinping exemplified the historical significance of realizing the «great re-
juvenation» of the Chinese nation, a collective aspiration dating back to
modern times, by also acknowledging the CCP’s pivotal role in exploring
China’s modernization path. Xi Jinping also highlighted the need to ad-
here to the party’s leadership for the prosperity of Chinese-style moderniza-
tion and warned against deviations that may compromise its success [State
Council Information Office, 07 February 2023]. Since Xi Jinping has taken
office in 2012, Party cadres’ training has become an integral and prioritized
aspect of the CCP’s agenda. Likewise, since the 18" National Congress of
the CCP, held in November 2022, the Party school system has been subject
to several reforms [Otterwik e al. 2023].

3. The Econony

Regarding China’s overall economic performance in the reviewed year, it
is essential to examine two primary interconnected issues: the validity of
China’s own data about the performances of its economic sector and to
what extent economists in the world differ in their estimates of China’s eco-
nomic trends. As a matter of fact, in recent years an increasing number of
economists begun to consider Beijing’s official data to be only a reference
point, as trust in China’s economic data deteriorated as a consequence of a
growing lack of transparency [Financial Times 2024, 17 January]. In fact, the
validity of China’s national economic data is questioned because national
numbers are based on data collected by local governments, which have an
incentive to skew local statistics in order to obtain rewards for meeting eco-
nomic targets. The Chinese government through the National Bureau of
Statistics (NBS) tries to correct biases through administrative resources, yet
the accuracy of the final numbers of aggregate GDP still remains question-
able [Chen et al. 2019].

The Economist Intelligence Unit (EIU) describes the year 2023 as «a
year of change and challenges for China». The report identified three main
trends defining the leadership’s priorities for the Chinese economy during
2023; 1) the remodelling of the property sector; 2) a careful management of
fiscal arrangements and public finances; 3) China’s strategy vis-a-vis Europe
in green energy equipment and energy-intensive industries [ETU 2023].

The American research institute Rhodium Group has also monitored
the ups and downs of the Chinese economy in 2023 with regards to four

10
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different sectors; 1) business investments; 2) government spending; 3) net
exports; and 4) housing consumption. To what it concerns business invest-
ments, the Rhodium Group assessed them as rather negative: in addition
to the contraction of the property sector, disinvestment in foreign direct in-
vestment showed a consistent trend of firms moving foreign capital outside
China. With reference to government expenditure, the Rhodium Group
report denied China’s official data — which claimed a 4.3% contribution
from combined household and government consumption in 2023 — estimat-
ing instead government expenditure to be closer to zero percentage point
through Q3 [Rosen et al. 2023]. Furthermore, there was a contraction in net
exports, and housing consumption trends exhibited a negative trajectory.
This was due to Chinese households opting for deleveraging in 2023 in-
stead of increasing consumption [Rosen et al. 2023].

The China Economic Update, published by the World Bank in 2023,
states that «economic activity in China has picked up in 2023, driven by in-
creased demand for services, resilient manufacturing investment, and pub-
lic infrastructure stimulus» even though «the economic performance has
been marked by volatility, ongoing deflationary pressures, and still weak
consumer confidence» [World Bank Group 2023a]. In a nutshell, major in-
ternational institutions depicted an image of the Chinese economy in a state
of dynamic evolution, although not without evident difficulties [World Bank
Group 2023b]. According to China’s own numbers, figures for 2023 were
all above 5%. Given China’s extraordinary performances in the third quar-
ter of the year, many international institutions upgraded China’s economic
growth forecasts, even by predicting a higher growth for the 2024 [Xinhua
2023, 24 December].

3.1. SASAC and State-Owned Enterprises

In 2023 China’s economic recovery was significantly influenced by the piv-
otal role played by state-owned enterprises (SOEs). As the country grap-
pled with global challenges, including the aftermath of the pandemic and
economic uncertainties, SOEs were envisioned by the government as key
drivers of resilience and growth. Over the decades, these state-controlled
enterprises, spanning various sectors, played a crucial role in stabilizing the
economy and fostering recovery. In the year 2023, their role was highlight-
ed through the Government Work Report and the numerous meetings held
by the State-owned Assets Supervision and Administration Commission of
the State Council (SASAC) [China Daily 2023, 10 April].

SASAC is China’s ad-hoc ministerial level organization subordinated
to the State Council, and it is responsible for managing SOEs in China.
SOEs have always been key assets in China’s critical economic sectors. Cur-
rently, there are listed a total of 93 enterprises under the Data Directory
of SASAC [State-owned Asset Supervision and Administration Commission,
2023]. Since its establishment in 2003, SASAC has overseen improving the
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corporate governance of enterprises in China and restructuring SOEs for
key economic sectors. In short, China’s SOEs can be divided into three dif-
ferent macro-categories: 1) strategic, capital-intensive comparative-advan-
tage defying (CAD) industries, such as aviation, aerospace, warship, core
chip manufacturing, new materials; 2) natural monopoly industries with a
major bearing on the national economy, such as telecommunication, high-
ways, railways, and ports; 3) competitive industries that are consistent with
China’s comparative advantages, such as steel, cement and equipment man-
ufacturing industries [Lin 2021]. To what it concerns firms directly under
SASAGC, first there are top-level companies, often the successor organiza-
tions of a former industrial ministry. These are followed by listed firms,
businesses, and subsidiaries enterprises often recalcitrant to abandon bu-
reaucratic edifice of state ownership [Naughton 2015: 53].

Over the years, SASAC encountered various challenges in its endeav-
ours to corporatize and marketize state-owned enterprises, primarily due
to the reluctance of these enterprises and increased intervention by the
Central Organization Department. The latter, expressing growing appre-
hension about diminishing Party authority, became therefore more involved
in the process. On top of that, the Xi administration’s recentralization of
authority enhanced four governance mechanisms and techniques to assert
control over China’s SOEs sector: central leading small groups, the cadre
management system, Party committees and campaigns. They’re growing in-
fluence resulted in the weakening of the authority of other actors engaged
with SOEs reform, that is, SASAC and the NDRC [Leutert 2018]. Despite
the positive results proclaimed by government-led institutions — with reve-
nues reaching 39.8 trillion yuan ($5.62 trillion) for the year 2023, according
to SASAC — China’s SOEs reform stalled out in the course of 2023. Chinese
leaders were still more concerned about domestic instability and potential
unrest rather than implementing substantial reforms within the state sector.
Hence there was no real prospect for the restructuring of a category that
clearly struggled with privatization [Goldberg 2023, 18 November].

4. Key developments in the Law and Regulations

Aside from the CCP’s involvement in reinforcing patriotic education and
shaping the narrative surrounding economic performances, the enactment
of new laws and multiple amendments played a crucial role in China in the
year under review. Indeed, 2023 was in the People’s Republic of China also
a year in which numerous new laws were drafted and previous laws were
amended. In particular, the introduction of the «Patriotic Education Law»
marked a notable emphasis on fostering nationalistic sentiments among the
younger generations. This law aimed to strengthen ideological control and
promote a sense of loyalty to the Communist party through educational cur-
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ricula. However, nationalistic education in China is also putting a squeeze
on international schools. As the Party intensified its endeavours to strength-
en control over the content taught in the classrooms, more and more inter-
national schools decided to close and leave the country, as happened in the
case of Elite British schools [The Guardian 2023, 31 December].

Secondly, the enactment of the «Foreign State Immunity Law» under-
scored China’s commitment to protecting its sovereignty and legal autono-
my both domestically and on the international stage. This legislation clari-
fied the legal framework governing cases involving foreign states, aligning
with China’s more assertive approach in the global arena. Under the law
(article 7), a foreign state «shall not enjoy immunity from the jurisdiction
of the courts of the People’s Republic of China in any proceedings arising
out of a commercial activity between the foreign state and an organization
or an individual of another state including the People’s Republic of China»
[Ministry of Justice of the People’s Republic of China 2023, 15 December].

Thirdly, amendments to the «Charity Law» signalled a concerted ef-
fort to further regulate charitable and no-profit activities within the country.
These amendments aimed to enhance transparency, curb potential misuse
of funds, and ensure that charitable organizations align with the govern-
ment’s developmental objectives. Additionally, the revised «Counterespio-
nage Law» demonstrated once again China’s priority on national security.
The amendments aimed to address emerging threats by broadening the
scope of counterespionage definitions while enhancing the government’s
capacity to safeguard sensitive information. Collectively, these legislative
changes illustrated China’s commitment to strengthening ideological uni-
ty, protecting its legal interests in international relations, ensuring the effi-
cient functioning of charitable organizations, and fortifying national secu-
rity measures in response to evolving geopolitical challenges, among which
the China-United States competition remained the underlying priority. As
China continues to navigate its role in the global arena, these laws play a
crucial role in shaping the country’s domestic landscape and influencing its
interactions with the international community.* Against this backdrop, this
paragraph analyses into details the new laws drafted and amended for the
year under review.

On 24 October 2023, the Standing Committee of the National Peo-
ple’s Congress (NPC) promulgated the «Patriotic Education Law» (Zhonghua
renmin gongheguo aiguo zhuyi jiaoyu fa FHN RILAE Z B ZEHE ). The
promulgation followed a draft first introduced by the Standing Committee
of the NPC in July 2023. The law, which took effect on 1 January 2024,
comprises a total of 40 articles and it outlines the responsibilities for central
and local government departments as well as in schools and for families

4. While the article doesn’t cover all the laws and regulations promulgated and
amended in China during the reviewed year, the selected ones are representative of
the CCP’s most significant interests in law formulation.
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to strengthen patriotic education [Reuters 2023, 25 October]. The law not
only formalizes current practices about patriotic education but, significant-
ly, broadens its application to encompass Hong Kong, Macau, Taiwan, over-
seas Chinese, and the Internet. In essence, it reveals the Chinese Commu-
nist Party’s perception of its most substantial vulnerabilities in maintaining
China’s control on the youth, cyberspace, and Chinese communities beyond
the mainland [Huang and Zou 2023, 1 August]. As noticed by Suisheng
Zhao, since assuming office Xi Jinping has heightened his efforts in the
patriotic education campaign, aiming to reinforce the CCP’s authoritari-
an governance. Under his leadership, a new generation of nationalists has
been cultivated, displaying a lack of tolerance for any criticism directed at
the CCP regime. Additionally, this emerging cohort exhibits a robust hostil-
ity towards Western powers and the values they represent. After all, the CCP
has maintained its legitimacy primarily based on two pillars since the end of
the Cold War: economic performance and nationalism. [Zhao 2023]. Like-
wise, patriotic education has a long history in China. As a matter of fact, a
crucial insight learned by party leaders, whether reformers or conservatives,
from the «Tiananmen Incident» was precisely the imperative need for po-
litical indoctrination of the younger generation [Zhao 1998]. Consequently,
Deng Xiaoping and his successor, Jiang Zemin, strategically embraced na-
tionalism as a unifying force. Recognizing it as the sole bedrock of political
belief still shared by most Chinese people, they employed this approach
despite the swift erosion of Communist official ideology [Zhao 1998].

A second relevant news with regards to law and regulation implemen-
tation for the year under review concerned the amendment to the «Charity
Law» (cishan fa #357%) passed on 29 December 2023, at a session of the
National People’s Congress Standing Committee. The amendment will take
effect on 5 September 2024 [China Daily 2023, 29 December]. In 2016, Chi-
nese legislators had introduced the first statute dedicated to the Chinese
non-profit sector—the Charity Law of the People’s Republic of China, in-
deed, the first law to regulate charitable organizations and their activities.
The Charity Law was a landmark step toward breaking down the old system
for regulating social organizations in China. However, it also made the le-
gal environment far more complex, given that it did not equalize the rules
for all Chinese non-profit organizations (NPOs), and crucially, it did not
provide a basic social organization law applicable to all types of non-prof-
it entities [Snape and Simon 2017]. This being the situation, the amend-
ment updates of the Charity Law promulgated in 2023 aimed at solving the
several identified problems hindering the development and regulation of
philanthropy in China. They primarily focussed on; 1) the regulations of
charitable organizations; 2) the regulation of charitable trust; 3) the reg-
ulation of public fundraising; 4) the emergency public fundraising; and
5) crowdfunding [NPC Observer 2023, 19 January]. However, it is useful to
stress that the «Law of the People’s Republic of China on Administration of
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Activities of Overseas Nongovernmental Organizations in the Mainland of
China» was also adopted in 2016 by the National People’s Congress Stand-
ing Committee, which came into effect January 1, 2017. Additionally, even
though in the PRC repression of NGOs intensified since the rule of Hu
Jintao, it is believed that under the Xi Jinping’s administration the mode
of repression intensified precisely through law-based implementation [Zhu
and Jun 2021].

On 26 April 2023, the revised «Counterespionage Law of the Peo-
ple’s Republic of China» (zhonggua renmin gongheguo fan jiandie fa HHN
R ILFIE IR [E]13%) was passed by the Standing Committee of the Nation-
al People’s Congress. The newly revised Counter-Espionage law came into
force on 1 July 2023, after it was initially proposed in December 2022 and
then introduced in April 2023. The Ministry of State Security, as reported
in its WeChat account, stated that «the revised Counterespionage Law im-
plements Xi Jinping’s thoughts on the rule of law and the overall national
security concept, insisting that national security is all for the people and
relies on the people, and based on the current complex counterintelligence
struggle situation, with a strong sense of national security for the people to
build a strong counterintelligence and anti-espionage situation» [Ministry
of State Security 2023]. Over the past few years, China has apprehended
numerous Chinese and foreign individuals on espionage charges, among
them, a businessman from a Japanese pharmaceutical company, Astellas
Pharma, arrested in March 2023 and accused of divulging state secrets to
another country, in detention since September 2020 [Asahi Shimbun 2023,
20 October]. There were also some details in the amendments that worried
the international community, prime among them, the definition of «espio-
nage», envisioned as not only as the theft of state secrets but also any other
documents related to «national security». According to some commentators,
such amendments are a sword of Damocles on anyone engaging in informa-
tion exchange with foreign individuals or entities, as they must exercise ut-
most caution and undertake a challenging preliminary evaluation to firstly
determine the potential risk of inadvertently engaging in espionage [Brus-
see and von Carnap 2023]. On a similar vein, China’s revised Counterespio-
nage law creates new risks for a wide category of sectors: foreign companies,
business travellers, academics, journalists, and researchers, considering that
the updated legislation would grant unparalleled enforcement authority to
the Ministry of State Security and its regional counterparts, enabling them
to enter, interrogate, and scrutinize the electronic devices and business fa-
cilities of individuals [Forbes 2023, 3 July].

Finally, among the many legal drafts reviewed and adopted at the
sessions of the Standing Committee of the NPC for the year under review
it is worth mentioning China’s first «Foreign State Immunity Law» (zhong-
hua renmin gongheguo waiguo guojia huomian fa HHHN RILAIE /1 E E K
#.3%), which took effect on 1 January 2024. The law has 23 provisions and
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stipulates that China will move away from the absolute theory of foreign
state immunity, adopting instead the restrictive theory of foreign state im-
munity [State Council Information Office 2023b]. The consequence is that
foreign states will no longer be granted immunity from suit and judicial en-
forcement in mainland China and Hong Kong in relation to, no-sovereign
acts, such as commercial activities. According to some experts, unexpected
geopolitical shifts and deteriorating relationships between authoritarian
powers and foreign countries can have disastrous consequences for foreign
businesses operating in those countries [Qiu and Goodman 2023]. Addi-
tionally, the 23-Article law provided a legal basis for Chinese courts to take
jurisdiction over civil cases involving foreign states, therefore increasing the
channels for Chinese citizens and companies to obtain relief [Caixin Global
2023, 5 September].

Remarkably, the new law has important political implications beyond
international law. Since the 18" National Congress of the Communist Party
of China, the Party Central Committee has prioritized the development of
legal frameworks pertaining to foreign affairs. Additionally, it has consis-
tently advocated for the simultaneous advancement of both domestic and
foreign-related legal systems, utilizing the rule of law to facilitate external
engagement while safeguarding China’s national interests. This commit-
ment has led to in the establishment of the Foreign State Immunity Law
[Chinareform.org.cn 2023, 4 September]. More generally, international
commentators tried to understand why China moved away from absolute
to restrictive immunity.® At the same time, it seems relevant to mention the
actors affected by the new law. For instance, the law does not grant automat-
ic foreign state immunity to State-Owned Enterprises (SOEs) and interna-
tional organizations. Reading the law literally indicates that the immunity
status of these entities depends on their authority to wield sovereign powers
on behalf of the foreign state. Given this context, in line with the prevailing
position in both the People’s Republic of China (PRC) and Hong Kong law,
State-Owned Enterprises (SOEs) that do not engage in sovereign functions
are not protected from legal actions or enforcement proceedings [ The im-
plications of the Foreign State’ 2023].

5. It is important to reference here the distinction between the «absolute» and
«restrictive» approaches to state immunity. Under a fully «absolute» approach, a for-
eign state enjoys total immunity from being sued or having its assets seized or en-
forced against by a foreign court, even in commercial matters. Under the «restrictive»
approach, a foreign state is only immune in relation to acts of state involving an ex-
ercise of sovereign power. It should be mentioned that most jurisdictions around
the world (i.e., the US, the UK, Canada, Singapore, Australia, New Zealand, and
most member states of the European Union) adopt the restrictive doctrine of state
immunity.
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5. Conclusion

An examination of China’s domestic politics in the year under review re-
veals the significant role played by the current leadership in strengthening
ideological party-building, which is expected to leave an indelible mark on
China’s political and ideological trajectory. To this extent, this article has
analyzed three pivotal dimensions — Party and Politics, Chinese Economy,
Law and regulations — each defining the contemporary political landscape
of contemporary China.

The section «Party and Politics» stresses the undeniable influence of
the Chinese Communist Party in shaping China’s patriotic education and
political discourse. Understanding the CCP’s centrality is crucial for deci-
phering China’s governance structures, as it permeates every aspect of the
country’s political life. As shown in this article, the Party’s commitment on
cadre training and patriotic education also highlights its role as the sole
architect of China’s political trajectory. In addition, the relationship be-
tween the CCP and the SOEs is unquestionably intricate, exemplifying the
unique blend of party-state governance that characterizes China’s political
system. The reason, according to Gore, descends from the fact that, in the
Xi Jinping’s era, the resurrection of ideology has been accompanied by a
large-scale institution-building of the Party, through an ideological turn that
is re-enacting Leninism for a population of 1.4 billion in the context of a
vibrant market economy [Gore 2023]. Likewise, as stated elsewhere, in the
Xi Jinping’s era, ideological education has been dramatically transformed
into a tool in the hands of the leadership to cement support and Party’s
legitimacy [Menegazzi 2020].

Moving to the economic dimension, the examination of the «Chinese
Economy» reveals China’s economic resilience amidst growing national
challenges. Following a period of robust economic activity in early 2023,
China’s economy has encountered a notable downturn marked by a decline
in exports, reduced consumption, and production. Notwithstanding these
challenges, certain sectors, including technology platforms, electric vehi-
cles, green energy, and electronics, remain vibrant sources of innovation
and growth. Likewise, there are indications that the economy is gradually
recovering, particularly after experiencing significant declines in July and
August 2023 [Huang 2023]. At the same time, the intricate interplay be-
tween state-owned enterprises and market forces underscores the dynamic
nature of China’s economic rise. As the country grapples with challeng-
es such as technological competition, the resilience of its economic model
based on the idea of a «Chinese-style modernization» becomes a focal point
for the narrative used by Chinese decisionmakers.

Lastly, the section titled «Key developments in the Law and regula-
tions» discusses the complex relationship between China’s legal framework
and politics. Legal reforms and amendments implemented by the Chinese
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government in the year under review further shaped the contours of Chi-
na’s legal governance and influence legal norms in China, domestically and
internationally. The brief analysis of China’s legal landscape in the course
of 2023 appears therefore indispensable for comprehending the relevance
of the CCP is shaping China’s legal system in line with the Party’s interests.

In conclusion, the centrality of the Communist Party, its influence on
the economy, and the intricate relationship between law and politics shape
the Party’s narrative over China’s political developments. The interplay be-
tween these dimensions underscores the synergies and tensions that define
China’s political realm, the major domestic actors involved and, its future
path. Within such context, it becomes evident that the Communist Party’s
enduring influence, the patriotic education carried on by the different Par-
ty’s actors, and the evolving dynamics of China’s legal context are all dimen-
sions defining China’s contemporary political narrative.
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This article provides an in-depth analysis of China’s foreign policy in 2023, explor-
ing four dimensions: global security, China-United States relations, China-Russia
ties, and China’s «active» approach in the Global South.

2023 witnessed an attempt to depart from China’s historical «non-interference prin-
ciple», marked by the conceptual redefinition of the «Global Security Initiative» and
the country’s active involvement in dispute and conflict resolutions across the Global
South. In the opening empirical section, the article examines China’s stance on global
security, and ils attempts to balance «activism» and non-interference. The following
section investigates the complexity of China-United States relations, highlighting at-
tempts at strategic dialogue amid persistent geopolitical struggles. Afterwards, the
article argues that a recalibration of China-Russia ties is ongoing, emphasising Chi-
na’s diplomatic discourse on non-allegiance and its less-ambiguous approach toward
Ukraine. The last section discusses China’s style of activism in disputes and conflict
theatres in the Global South, analysing the Russia-Ukraine way; the Iran-Saudi
deal, and the Israel-Palestine war. The article concludes by highlighting the tension
between China’s increasingly more active role in global security and the international
system and the country’s attempts to preserve its historically crafled image as a «re-
sponsible» and «peaceful» great power.

Keyworps — Foreign policy; global security; China-US; China-Russia; Global
South.

1. Introduction

China’s foreign policy in 2023 can be characterised as one of unprecedent-
ed activism in global security, where the country took on a more engaged
role as a global power and sought to redefine its position in global security
governance. This development demonstrates an interest in updating and
reformulating China’s position as a global security provider, challenging the
longstanding dominance of the US as the sole global security actor since the
post-World War II international system was established.

The subsequent section explores China’s longstanding policy of
«non-interference», a principle that has shaped the country’s foreign re-
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lations since the Cold War [Chen 2014; Samarani 2017]. In 2023, China
transformed its approach to non-interference, adopting a more proactive
role in global security, particularly evidenced by the conceptual redefini-
tion of its «Global Security Initiative» (GSI) [Fu 2022, 6 September]. This
transformation was also visible in China’s actions in relation to disputes and
conflicts around the world. Beijing’s efforts to reconcile this more proactive
stance with its traditional policy of non-interference reflected longstanding
debates among scholars in China, which have recently become more prom-
inent in diplomatic discussions and decisions in foreign policymaking. The
article explores this trend by focusing on three recipients of the country’s
foreign policy — namely the US, Russia and countries in the Global South —
that is, the three priorities of Chinese foreign policy.

The following two sections thus focus on China’s relations with the US
and Russia. Section 3 discusses China-US relations, noting that despite ef-
forts to promote dialogue, tensions persist, particularly concerning Taiwan’s
sovereignty. Section 4 examines China-Russia ties in 2023, highlighting a re-
calibration in China’s discourse on its relationship with Moscow, particular-
ly regarding the Russia-Ukraine war. While bilateral cooperation continues,
mostly focusing on common security concerns and strengthening economic
ties, China attempts to show a (discursive) departure from a total alignment
with Russia.

The final section discusses China’s activism in Global South security.
China’s involvement in foreign disputes and conflicts in 2023 is here ana-
lysed, revealing a strategic stance that emphasises political settlements while
attempting to safeguard the country’s non-interference principle. This ap-
proach eventually aims to reinforce China’s image as a responsible power
[Foot 2001].

Regarding data sources, this article relies on official documents, me-
dia articles, reports, speeches, and statements by political figures in Eng-
lish, Chinese, and Russian, as well as secondary literature. The author ac-
knowledges potential biases in the analysed data, particularly from Chinese
and Russian sources, but emphasises the importance of critically examining
these sources for a deeper understanding of China’s contemporary foreign
policy and for efforts to de-Westernise and de-hierarchise the discipline of
International Relations.

2. China’s Foreign Policy in the Wake of Renegotiated Non-Interference

In 1955, then-Chinese Premier Zhou Enlai first advocated for what later
became universally known as China’s «non-interference» — a policy sug-
gesting the country’s commitment to abstain from meddling in the domes-
tic affairs of other states under the tacit accord of reciprocity [Sgrensen
2019]. Over the years, this principle has become a hallmark of China’s
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foreign relations, akin to its «<non-conditionality» rule [Alden and Hughes
2009], which excludes democratisation goals from loans and aid deals.
While the practical application of non-interference may appear ambigu-
ous, it remains the ideological cornerstone connecting China with many
Global South countries, with the appeal of China’s non-interference to its
foreign partners, especially to non-democratic regimes, lying in the belief
that Beijing would refrain from intervening in, e.g., how states handle
domestic protests, phrase their labour laws, or distribute wealth. However,
changing China’s traditional stance on global security in 2023 — an area
where non-interference is particularly challenging to uphold — may have
put this «ideological bond» at risk.

Extensive literature has already been published concerning China’s
previous attempts to renegotiate the country’s approach to non-interfer-
ence [e.g., Chaziza and Goldman 2014; Gonzales-Vicente 2016; Zheng
2016; Hirono et al. 2019; Sgrensen 2019]. Among these studies, a notable
renegotiation occurred with China’s participation in peacekeeping oper-
ations, where the country managed to preserve a semblance of non-inter-
ference by ensuring that legitimate national governments would consent
to external intervention and peacekeepers would operate under the Unit-
ed Nations (UN) framework [Pang 2005]. Consent from target countries
and UN-led operations (instead of Chinese-led) «protected» the country’s
claims to operate under non-interference.

On 21 February 2023, however, with China introducing a concept
paper outlining the characteristics of its newly established GSI [MFA PRC
2023c], the country showed the willingness to depart from its historical
«inaction» in the face of foreign disputes and conflicts and embrace a more
proactive role. Indeed, this approach to global security witnessed China
abandoning the shield of the UN and presenting itself as a «free agent»
in global security. Despite such change, China has strategically sought to
maintain at least an appearance of its non-interference principle by fram-
ing its role not as that of a traditional mediator but more as a moderator
or facilitator of dialogue [Seiwert 2023]. Indeed, official discourse gen-
erally depicted China as playing a secondary role in global security, with
agency remaining in the hand of conflicting parties. Such a framing is thus
set to reassure countries wary of China’s active approach to global security
and preserve the authenticity of the country’s non-interference.

Documentary evidence published throughout the year further reiter-
ates this trend, with particular emphasis on the concept paper on the GSI
(«The Global Security Initiative Concept Paper», Quangiu Anquan Changyi
Gainian Wenjian 3Kk %2 28 & SC4F) [MFA PRC 2023c¢], the «Law on For-
eign Relations of the PRC» (Zhonghua Renmin Gonghe Guo Dui Wai Guanxi
Fa WA NRILFIEXT AP %) adopted in June [MFA PRC 2023j], and the
BRI white paper entitled «The Belt and Road Initiative: A Key Pillar of the
Global Community of Shared Future» (Gongjian “Yi dai Yi lu”: Goujian Renlei
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Minyun Gongtongti de Zhongda Shixian 3L “——%": MWEALHmIZILFH
A1 B K 528) released in October [State Council PRC 2023b].

Despite pertaining to different corpora, these documents underline
the common principles that inform China’s behaviour. Notably, «inclusivity
and mutuality» emphasise that China does not see itself as the sole actor in
global security but advocates for a multipolar global security governance.
For instance, the concept paper on the GSI states that «China stands ready
to work with all countries and peoples [...] to address all kinds of traditional
and non-traditional security challenges» [MFA PRC 2023c]. In its efforts to
moderate/facilitate dialogue, China sets its position on the sidelines and
avoids favouring a conflicting party over the other. Moreover, the three
documents commit to peacekeeping, reinforcing a change in non-inter-
ference that historically ensured China’s success. Article 16 of the Law on
Foreign Relations, for instance, emphasises that the country «observes the
basic principles of peacekeeping operations and maintains a position of
fairness» [MFA PRC 2023j]. The other two documents make similar argu-
ments, stressing the crucial role of «joint consultation and contribution» to
global security [State Council PRC 2023b] and the aim to «eliminate the
root causes of international conflict> [MFA PRC 2023c].

2023 has made apparent China’s intention to re-negotiate its non-in-
terference principle more openly, and potentially set the stage for the coun-
try’s role as a global security provider, thus redefining its position on the
global stage.

3. China-United States in the Wake of Newfound Strategic Dialogue

Among other historical anniversaries, 2022 marked the fiftieth anniversary of
Richard Nixon’s 1972 historic visit to Beijing, a pivotal moment that shifted
China-US relations during the Cold War era [e.g., Samarani 2017]. However,
2022 did not replicate the iconic rapprochement seen fifty years earlier. In-
stead, the relationship between the two great powers persisted in competition,
emphasising the hegemonic struggle versus a rising power dynamic, with Tai-
wan'’s sovereignty as a central point of contention. Nonetheless, a fragment of
the 1972 legacy of US-China relations seems to have resurfaced in 2023, par-
ticularly from a dialogic perspective. Both sides have attempted to establish
a new framework for interaction, aiming to transform open antagonism into
dialogue. However, despite 2023 being a phase of renewed communication
between the two great powers, this dialogue remains imperfect. It is crucial
not to mistake it for lack of competition or «future struggle» (douzheng 3} 4),
a term highlighted in Secretary General Xi Jinping’s October 2022 Work Re-
port to the 20" Communist Party Congress [State Council PRC 2022].

Such a process unfolded in early 2023, marked by what is now iden-
tified as the notorious «Chinese balloon incident». This incident involved a
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high-altitude balloon crossing North American airspace — Alaska, Western
Canada, and contiguous US territories — before being shot down by the US
Air Force on 4 February near the coast of North Carolina. International
observers foresaw strained China-US relations due to this incident [Culver
2023, 22 February; Kennedy 2023]. It amplified significant US concerns
over China’s technological capabilities, triggering memories akin to 9/11
in the US public, as it was the first time such an incident directly affected
US soil. The diplomatic standoff from this incident led to the suspension of
preparations for US Secretary of State Anthony Blinken’s anticipated visit
to China in April [Miller et al. 2023, 5 February]. Chinese authorities have
been hesitant to resume preparations for the visit. Some have attributed
this behaviour to concerns about the potential publication of analyses on
the balloon’s debris [Sevastopulo 2023, 14 April]. Despite this tense start,
China-US relations in 2023 concluded on a more positive note for the two
countries. While lacking groundbreaking announcements, Xi Jinping’s visit
to the US and meeting with President Joe Biden in San Francisco signalled
a mutual agreement to resume high-level dialogue and communication be-
tween the two powers.

The transition from the «balloon crisis mode» to high-level meetings
involved a series of lower-level engagements. These meetings relied on es-
tablished channels of the bilateral relationship, ensuring ongoing commu-
nication even during critical moments. Like the China-US rapprochement
in the 1970s, where diplomatic talks stemmed from sports and academic
cooperation, in 2023 the focus shifted to climate concerns. US Special
Climate Envoy John Kerry’s three-day visit to China in July marked one
of three high-level visits by current US administration officials since the
pandemic travel restrictions had been eased [US DoS 2023b]. Preceded
by Blinken’s June visit and Treasury Secretary Janet Yellen’s visit ten days
earlier, Kerry’s discussions centred on economic and climate issues [US
DoS 2023a; Capoot 2023, 9 July]. This signalled both nations’ willing-
ness to reopen dialogue, particularly in areas crucial for domestic stability
and international positioning, such as economic cooperation and shared
concerns about climate issues. Following her visit, Yellen stressed the com-
mitment to prevent the US and China from supporting «unintended esca-
latory actions that could harm our overall economic relationship» [Capoot
2023, 9 July].

Despite both major powers signalling a readiness to redefine their
diplomatic relationship, contrasting views on China prevailed in the US
political discourse, marking a persistent portrayal of Beijing as an antag-
onist, if not an outright enemy. Throughout the year, discussions centred
on the profound ideological differences between China and the US, domi-
nating top-level political discourse. Notably, Biden’s characterisation of Xi
as a «dictator» during a presidential campaign fundraiser in June 2023 re-
flects ongoing ambiguities in portraying China as an adversary — a narrative

27



GIULIA SCIORATI

seemingly important for the current president’s potential in the 2024 elec-
tions.! Similarly, the unexpected replacement of Chinese Foreign Ministry
Qin Gang in July fuelled debates about China’s perceived threat [AP News
2023, 25 July].

However, some influential voices in US politics have begun re-evalu-
ating China’s threat level. CIA Director William Burns, amidst the balloon
crisis, questioned China’s potential military invasion of Taiwan, interpreting
the alleged 2027 timeframe as more of an indicator than an already-made
decision [Volz 2023, 26 February].? Additionally, Yellen’s speech at John
Hopkins University in April suggested a shift in the US approach, scaling
down the intent to economically decouple China [US DoT 2023].°

Maintaining dialogue and open communication has remained piv-
otal in the China-US relationship throughout the last ten months of 2023.
Despite Henry Kissinger’s July visit to Beijing not resulting in a new Shang-
hai Communiqué* [AP News 2023, 20 July], and his passing in December
[MFA PRC 2023n], the US and China invested significant political capital
in regularly and openly exchanging information. They aimed to prevent a
complete interruption of communication akin to a Cold War scenario, once
considered unimaginable. Although US political discourse on China still in-
volves conflicting arguments, both nations’ diplomatic efforts appear aimed
at following a path of potential dialogue. However, the issue of Taiwan’s
sovereignty remains a highly contentious aspect that may as well hinder this
pursuit.

4. China-Russia in the Wake of «Recalibrated» Relations

China-Russia relations have often been understood as a deepening con-
vergence, bordering alliance. This trend directly responds to the escalat-
ing systemic confrontation between China and the US, prompting Beijing
to actively seek «allies» in contesting the liberal international order [e.g.,
Kaczmarski 2015, Korolev 2019, Bossuyt & Kaczmarski 2021, Bérzit,la-ée-
renkova 2022, Kirchberger et al. 2022]. The initial ambivalence in China’s
stance toward Russia’s aggression of Ukraine further fuelled this perception

1. «That was the great embarrassment for dictators, when they did not know
what happened» [Tan 2023, 21 June, emphasis added].

2. «Now, that does not mean that [Xi] has decided to conduct an invasion in
2027 or any other year, but it is a reminder of the seriousness of his focus and his
ambition» [Volz 2023, 26 February].

3. «We do not seek to “decouple” our economy from China’s. A full separation
of our economies would be disastrous for both countries. It would be destabilising for
the rest of the world. Rather, we know that the health of the Chinese and U.S. econ-
omies is closely linked» [US DoT 2023].

4. The diplomatic document issued by the US and the People’s Republic of
China on 27 February1972, concluding Richard Nixon’s visit to China.
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[Huang 2023, 8 July]. Despite the developments in 2023 not completely
clarifying China’s position toward Moscow, Chinese official discourse de-
picted a less ambiguous approach, emphasising attempts to offer a more
balanced perspective on the Russia-Ukraine war. China showcased a resur-
gence in diplomatic efforts toward Ukraine, directly — through high-level
meetings — and indirectly — via economic and financial support. This shift,
coupled with altered rhetoric from China’s top diplomats, aimed to reposi-
tion China in the eyes of the international community.

It is crucial to note that this repositioning does not signify a distanc-
ing from Russia. In fact, the two nations have maintained a tight schedule
of diplomatic engagements throughout the year. President Xi and Russian
President Vladimir Putin engaged in state visits to each other’s countries.
Xi visited Moscow in March, and Putin attended the third «Belt & Road Fo-
rum» in Beijing in October [President of Russia 2023a; President of Russia
2023b]. However, there were subtle changes from previous years, such as
Xi’s in-person absence from the «Eurasian Economic Forum» in Moscow
[Xinhua, 25 May] and the divergence in reciprocal visits between the two
countries’” heads of government.’

Examining China-Russia relations in 2023 through diplomatic dis-
course reveals three prominent themes. First, there appear to be minor
frictions in the bilateral relationship, with China seeking to reposition
itself and Moscow emphasising the uniqueness of bilateral ties. This is
illustrated, for instance, in statements by China’s former Foreign Affairs
Minister Qin Gang and Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov. Accord-
ing to Russian News Agency TASS, Qin, newly appointed, stated during a
telephone conversation with Lavrov in late January that «Chinese-Russian
relations are based on the principles of non-allegiance [...] and non-con-
frontation, while not targeting any third party» [TASS 2023, 9 January].
Notably, the TASS transcript specifies that «<non-allegiance» should be in-
terpreted in terms of systemic bloc confrontations, and not in terms of
changes in the nature of the bilateral relationship between Beijing and
Moscow.® Such a specification, however, is absent in the Chinese transcript
[MFA PRC 2023a]. A few months later, while meeting Qin in person in
Uzbekistan at the outskirts of the «Meeting of Foreign Ministers of the
Shanghai Cooperation Organisation», Lavrov was quoted defining Chi-
na-Russia ties as characterised by «robust resilience» and the frequency of

5. While Russian Prime Minister Mikhail Mishustin visited China twice in 2023,
in May and December, Chinese Premier Li Qiang failed to reciprocate [Russian gov-
ernment 2023a; Russian Government 2023b].

6. The Russian transcript reads: «Chinese-Russian relations are based on the
principles of non-allegiance [with any blocs], and non-confrontation, while not tar-
geting any third party» [TASS 2023, 9 January, emphasis added]. The Chinese doc-
ument states: «China-Russia relations are based on non-alliance, non-confrontation
and non-targeting of any third party» [MFA PRC 2023a].
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bilateral meetings by the «need to synchronize [...] positions» [TASS 2023,
13 April, emphasis added].

The second theme involves the war in Ukraine and China’s resumed
diplomatic dialogue with Kyiv. Throughout 2023, China seemingly attempt-
ed to construct a more open position toward Ukraine, with, among other
things, then-head of the CPC’s diplomacy Wang Yi meeting up with Ukraine
Foreign Minister Dmytro Kuleba during the «Munich Security Conference»
in February [MFA PRC 2023b]. There was also the appointment of a new
Ukrainian ambassador to Beijing in June (a position that had remained va-
cant since 2021) following a phone conversation between Xi and President
Volodymyr Zelenskyy in April [MFA PRC 2023g]. Perhaps most important-
ly, a Ukrainian government member, Ukraine’s deputy Economy Minister
Taras Kachka, visited China in July for the first high-level visit since the
war [Quin Pollard 2023, 20 July]. According to Xinhua, Lavrov «applaud-
ed China’s position paper for accommodating the security concerns of all
parties and being conducive to eliminating the root causes of the conflict»
during a conversation with Wang in Moscow [Xinhua, 19 September] — a
sentiment shared by Putin shortly afterwards [MFA PRC 2023k]. Russia’s
somewhat formal support of China’s position paper on Ukraine had been
facilitated by Wang’s words a month earlier. By stating that «on any interna-
tional and multilateral occasion [...] China would uphold an independent
and impartial position» [State Council PRC 2023a], the Chinese Foreign
Minister signalled the importance for China to show a different facet to the
international community even at the expense of upholding a less ambigu-
ous stance over Ukraine.

A corollary to the construction of Ukraine in China’s diplomatic dis-
course is represented by Beijing’s stance on nuclear energy and nuclear
weapons. China not only offered direct financial support to Ukraine to
maintain nuclear energy facilities properly working through a donation to
the «International Atomic Energy Agency» [CGTN, 6 March], but, through
China’s UN Ambassador Geng Shuang, the country also repeatedly invited
Russia and Ukraine to «stay away from the nuclear redline» [Guancha 2023,
24 June].

Lastly, a final theme shows China-Russia ties at their most positive in
2023. Emphasis is placed on cooperation and international dialogue toward
Afghanistan, a security issue China and Russia share. Indeed, the two coun-
tries have made efforts to keep Kabul under observation, especially since
the Taliban takeover in 2021, including sponsoring multilateral meetings
with countries neighbouring Afghanistan such as Iran and Pakistan [MFA
PRC 2023f].

In conclusion, China’s diplomatic discourse shows both recalibration
in the approach towards its bilateral relationship with Russia and Beijing’s
efforts to reposition itself in response to the Russia-Ukraine war.
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5. China’s Foreign Policy in the Wake of «Activism» in the Global South

As noted in the previous sections, the most notable change in China’s for-
eign policy during 2023 has been its increasingly active approach to foreign
disputes and conflicts. As China was emerging as a significant global power,
the boundaries of its once unwavering non-interference stance have been
put under more pressing negotiation. The concept had remained under
discussion in China’s academic circles for years, with some arguing for the
need to reassess non-interference considering the changing global context,
suggesting the country’s greater engagement with international affairs.
Others, in contrast, had warned that any renegotiation of non-interference
may raise questions about China’s sovereignty and invite external interven-
tions in the country’s own internal affairs [Zheng 2016]. At the same time,
China has strived to reconcile its role as a «responsible great power» with the
concept of its «peaceful rise».” This has led to a cautious approach, steering
clear of potential foreign disputes and conflicts that could force the country
to assume a clear position in favour of or against disputing countries.

This cautious stance was also particularly evident in China’s vot-
ing behaviour in the UN Security Council, with frequent abstentions in
controversial votes involving countries in the Global South [Chan 2013].
However, in what has been perceived as a «<novelty», reports of China’s dip-
lomatic intervention in conflict theatres — actual or hypothetical — became
prominent in international media and a real expectation among analysts
and policymakers alike. The perception of a Chinese «shift» was further
complemented by the release of several new diplomatic position papers
which, detailing China’s approach to ongoing crises worldwide, were in-
dicative of a more attentive role on the international stage. Above all, in
2023, three specific cases underscored China’s newfound role as a poten-
tial agent in mediating foreign conflicts and disputes. These included the
publication of «China’s Position on the Political Settlement of the Ukraine
Crisis» (Guanyuw Zhengzhi Jiejue Wukelan Weiji de Zhongguo Lichang T B
RS 5 22 fEHLI H E A7) in February 2028 [MFA PRC 2023d], the
«Joint Trilateral Statement by the People’s Republic of China, the King-
dom of Saudi Arabia, and the Islamic Republic of Iran» (Zhonghua Renmin
Gonghe Guo, Shate Alabo Wangguo, Yilang Yisilan Gongheguo San Fang Lian-
he Shengming HHENRILAIE . WRFBTRAAEE . RG22 LR E =75
A 75 8) in March 2023 [MFA PRC 2023€], and the «Position Paper of
the People’s Republic of China on Resolving the Palestinian-Israeli Con-
flict» (Zhongguo Guanyu Jiejue BaYi Chongtu de Lichang Wenjian HE T f#
WELLLFRZE 13737 ) in November 2023 [MFA PRC 2023m]. Analysing
these documents provides insight into how China envisions its role as a

7. On China as a responsible power, see Foot [2001]. On the country’s peaceful
rise, see Yue [2008].
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«responsible» and «peaceful» great power while operating within a de facto
non-interference self-imposed mandate.

A clear distinction emerges regarding the nature of the foreign cri-
ses under scrutiny, especially concerning the frames through which China’s
«solutions» are presented. Notably, the cases of Russia-Ukraine and Isra-
el-Palestine are treated similarly in China’s position papers, emphasising
the need for a «political settlement» mediated by the UN, with the will of
the conflict-afflicted population as the main driver of any solution. This
approach allows China to influence conflict resolutions while deflecting re-
sponsibility to other supranational actors (i.e., the UN) and giving agency to
the conflicting states, thereby safeguarding its non-interference principle.

The proposed solution for the Iran-Saudi case follows a similar pat-
tern, endorsing Saudi Arabia and Iran’s negotiation roles while downplay-
ing the roles of mediators such as China, Iraq, and Oman. Indeed, in the
Joint Trilateral Statement, active agency remains exclusively ascribed to
Tehran and Riyad. Significantly, in the Trilateral Statement, the Saudi and
Iranian sides not only expressed their appreciation and gratitude to the
Republic of Iraq and the Sultanate of Oman for hosting rounds of dialogue
that took place between both sides during the years 2021-2022. They also
made manifest their appreciation and gratitude to the leadership and gov-
ernment of the People’s Republic of China for hosting and sponsoring the
talks, and the efforts it placed towards its success [MFA PRC 2023e].

In all the above cases, the emphasis is on a «political solution», which
places conflicting actors at the forefront, protecting China’s hands-off in-
terventionist approach. This consistent stance aligns with Beijing’s self-nar-
rative as a rising power, distinct from US norms and practices, particularly
appealing in regions like the Middle East with a history of instability linked
to US direct military operations.

Another significant aspect emerging from these documents is the em-
phasis on humanitarian assistance and the protection of afflicted popula-
tions, reinforcing China’s image as a responsible global power prioritising
civil society’s well-being over global power struggles. For instance, in the
Israel-Palestine document, Beijing invites all parties to «refrain from depriv-
ing the civilian population in Gaza of supplies and services indispensable to
their survival, set up humanitarian corridors in Gaza to enable rapid, safe,
unhindered and sustainable humanitarian access, and avoid a humanitarian
disaster of even greater gravity» [MFA PRC 2023m)].

In addition to positioning itself against a more hands-on US, this ap-
proach ensures that China’s «political solutions» remain uncontested, al-
lowing the country to establish itself as a viable «moderator/facilitator of
dialogue» across the Global South. The only exception seems to be the Isra-
el-Palestine conflict, where Chinese diplomats’ discourse, despite maintain-
ing a similar approach in the Israel-Palestine position paper as with Rus-
sia-Ukraine, have assumed more assertive tones, particularly highlighting
brutalities against the Palestinian population — a stance that can be partially
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explained by the historical ties shared by China and Palestine [e.g. Marzano
2022]. For example, during a telephone conversation with the Foreign Min-
ister of Saudi Arabia, Wang was reported saying that: «Israel’s actions have
gone beyond the scope of self-defence, and Israel should heed the call of the
international community and the Secretary-General of the United Nations
and stop its group punishment to the people in Gaza» [MFA PRC 20231].

In 2023, China’s foreign policy appeared to have deviated from its
traditional non-interference principle, embracing a more interventionist
role in foreign disputes and conflicts. Notably consistent across diverse core
cases, China’s approach reinforced its self-proclaimed image as a responsi-
ble global actor by focusing on humanitarian assistance.

6. Conclusions

In his seminal volume On China, Henry Kissinger quoted the advice of a fa-
mous Qing-era Confucian scholar on engaging with foreigners: «Your man-
ners and deportment should not be too lofty, and you should have a vague,
casual appearance. Let their insults, deceitfulness, and contempt for every-
thing appear to be understood by you and yet seem not understood, for
you should look somewhat stupid» [2011, digital edition]. Such an anecdote
has offered a good analogy for the ambiguity that has characterised China’s
foreign policy and its practice of never fully showing its hand in the past.
However, the evolution of the country’s approach to international affairs in
2023 may as well have made this comparison obsolete.

This article has offered some considerations on China’s foreign policy
in the past year, focusing on the country’s activism, especially in the realm
of global security. Such considerations are a contribution to studies attempt-
ing to understand the extent to which China is nowadays renegotiating its
traditional principle of non-interference by being more active in mediating
foreign disputes and conflicts. However, the article also takes stock of the
country’s attempts to maintain a «pretence of non-interference», thus up-
holding «activism with Chinese characteristics».

When examining China-US ties, both sides’ attempts to transform
antagonistic competition into dialogue have emerged from the analysis,
particularly exemplified by Xi’s state visit to the US in November 2023.
However, the «Chinese Balloon Incident», first, and the issue of Taiwan’s
sovereignty, second, have underscored the fragility of a dialogue charac-
terised by geopolitical struggle and conflicting narratives. Moreover, the
analysis of China-Russia ties has revealed Beijing’s discursive attempts to
recalibrate the bilateral relationship with Moscow in response to global se-
curity issues, especially Ukraine. While maintaining frequent diplomatic ex-
changes, China’s discourse on Russia departed from a static to a dynamic
alignment, showing the extent of Beijing’s strategic adaptability. The most
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notable change, however, remains linked to China’s more interventionist
role in the Global South, where the country has assumed a new position as
a moderator/facilitator of dialogue with a keen eye on humanitarian assis-
tance. The three specific cases — Russia-Ukraine, Iran-Saudi, and Israel-Pal-
estine — highlighted China’s habit of framing solutions within the context of
the UN to preserve a semblance of its non-interference rhetoric.

In 2023, China’s foreign policy has shown the country’s commit-
ment to taking on a more proactive role in global security governance
while also attempting to maintain its carefully crafted image of responsible
global actor.
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1. Introduction

After almost three years with the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic influ-
encing almost every political, social and economic aspect on the Korean
peninsula, in 2023 both Koreas were able to restart a process of restructur-
ing and consolidation, both at the domestic and at the international level.
This processes, however, led to an increase of tension on the peninsula and
in the region, with possible dangerous consequences in the future.

In South Korea, the newly elected president, Yoon Suk-yeol, had his
first full year in office, with the goal of realizing a series of important re-
forms that he had promised during the campaign. The situation proved to
be more complicated than expected. The split between the government,
controlled by the conservative party, and the National Assembly, where the
progressive party held majority, led to a political stalemate in several key
sectors and also to an increase in the polarization between the two parties.
The rhetoric and personal attacks continued to escalate during the year,
reaching very high levels of tension. In addition, within the main parties,
frictions started to emerge, in particular related to the strong leaderships of
Yoon Suk-yeol and Lee Jae-myung, which led to an increase in the person-
alization of the political debate and the marginalization of dissenting voices
in both parties, as demonstrated by several high-profile defections.

North Korea attempted to revive its domestic situation, after being hit
hard by the pandemic in 2022, and the main strategy that Kim Jong Un’s re-
gime devised was to strengthen its partnership with long-time friends, such
as China and even more Russia. The partnership with Russia, in particular,
became one of the key goals of the country, with exchanges of high-level vis-
its and, more importantly, Kim’s trip to Russia in September, where he met
with President Vladimir Putin. The core of the new collaboration was based
on military issues: with North Korea helping Russia with ammunitions and
projectiles, and Moscow supporting Pyongyang for advanced missile and
satellite technology. It was not a coincidence that in November North Korea
was finally able to put a working reconnaissance satellite into orbit, after
several attempts.

If on the one hand the partnership between North Korea, Russia and
China continued to grow, on the other South Korea launched an important
rapprochement with Japan, under the benevolent gaze of the United States.
Since his first weeks in office, Yoon announced that it was crucial to pursue
good and future-oriented relations with Japan, despite the existing histori-
cal controversies. The reason was that Seoul and Tokyo had many things in
common, including shared values and principles and also security interests
in the region. This rapprochement took place in March and April, when the
two leaders exchanged visits and promoted a reinforcement of their coop-
eration in many sectors. In August, with the summit in Camp David, hosted
by U.S. President Biden, the new trilateral partnership was formalized. Be-
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fore that meeting, Yoon was invited to Washington for an official state visit,
in April, and was able to obtain a series of important guarantees for the
country’s security and for the reinforcement of the U.S. nuclear deterrent in
Korea, such as the creation of the Nuclear Consultative Group. This dynam-
ic had the consequence of consolidating two separate blocs in the region,
replicating the informal alliances of the Cold War years.

Inevitably, this situation strongly affected inter-Korean relations,
which, during 2023, went through one of the worst phases of recent years.
The harsh rhetoric and military provocations of North Korea, which had
started in the previous years, were met by the hard-line approach promoted
by President Yoon and epitomized by the change at the head of the Ministry
of Unification and within the ministry itself. The emphasis on the idea of
unification based on liberal democratic value represented a serious blow to
the rapprochement between the two Koreas. This situation escalated over
the course of the year and peaked at the end of December, when Kim Jong
Un announced that South Korea was no longer considered as a partner for
unification and reconciliation but only as a separate and hostile state, ques-
tioning the entire process of inter-Korean relations of the past five decades.

2. Domestic politics

2.1. A complicated first year in office for Yoon Suk-yeol

The 2022 presidential elections in South Korea portrayed a country that
was strongly polarized between the two main political parties, and more in
general between the conservative and progressive fronts. Yoon Suk-yeol was
elected with the narrowest margin in the democratic history of the country
[Milani & Fiori 2023: 49] and this polarization continued to increase during
Yoon’s first full year in office, despite his promise, on the night of elections,
of working to reduce this division and reunify the country [Lee 2022, 10
March]. This development not only negatively influenced relations between
the two major parties, but it turned out to be also a major obstacle for the
implementation of a series of reforms and policy initiatives that the Presi-
dent had announced during the electoral campaign and in his first weeks in
office. The situation was further worsened by the split between a conserva-
tive presidency and a progressive majority in the National Assembly, as a re-
sult of the 2020 legislative vote, and by the prospect of the crucial elections
for the renewal of the Parliament, scheduled for April 2024.

The importance of domestic reforms for relaunching economic
growth was made clear by President Yoon in his New Year Address to the
Nation, in which he emphasized the challenges from the volatile inter-
national situation — that had led to higher prices, high interest rates and
supply chain disruptions — and the need to boost the country’s exports in
order to overcome the situation. In addition, Yoon specifically mentioned
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the need to push forward the reforms of three key sectors: labour, education
and pension. In particular, related to the first one, Yoon criticized the role of
workers’ organizations and labour unions, calling for more flexibility, sup-
port for the companies that created jobs, and prevention of labour disputes
and controversies [Lee 2023, 10 May]. As expected, these statements raised
tension within the country, both on the part of the opposition Democratic
Party, which had a majority of seats in the National Assembly, and labour
organizations.

The split between the legislative and executive powers remained a key
feature of the country’s domestic politics also in the first months of 2023.
In February, the National Assembly passed an impeachment bill against In-
terior Minister Lee Sang-min, for his possible responsibility in failing to
prevent and in managing the tragic events that had happened in the neigh-
bourhood of Itaewon in October 2022 [Lee 2023, 8 February]. The decision
was later overturned by the Constitutional Court in July [Park 2023, 25
July]. However, it was a clear sign of the existing difficulties in working to-
gether by the two main parties.

Yoon Suk-yeol had also to face challenges within his own party, the
People Power Party (PPP), which was deeply divided between supporters
and opponents of the President. After the ouster of the controversial leader
of the party, Lee Jun-seok, in 2022, in March 2023 the election of a new
chairperson by party members was held. The competition turned out to be
not only for the leadership of the party but also to determine the President’s
influence over his own party. The final result gave a significant boost to
Yoon’s position, with the large victory in the first ballot for Kim Gi-hyeon
(53%), the candidate closest to the President [Kim 2023, 9 March].

Despite this temporary success, the position of Yoon Suk-yeol re-
mained difficult, with low approval ratings, between 30 and 40%, and
problems in implementing domestic political reforms [Kim 2023, 9 May].
While in international politics, the new administration was able to push
forward some important initiatives, at the domestic level economic growth
remained slow and tension with the political and social opposition re-
mained very high.

During the summer, the internal situation became even more compli-
cated for the President, with a series of crisis and controversies that partly
took the administration off guard. The first of these issues emerged between
June and July, when the Japanese government announced its plan to start
discharging the water from the Fukushima nuclear plant into the ocean.
This decision put the South Korean government in a dilemma: on the one
hand, Yoon Suk-yeol did not oppose the decision, mainly in order to main-
tain a positive momentum for the recently newfound harmony between
Seoul and Tokyo [see section 4.2]; on the other hand, a large portion of the
South Korean population protested vehemently against the decision, and
also against their own government, which was accused of not taking into
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proper consideration the health of the population for the sake of maintain-
ing good relations with Japan. The Yoon administration repeatedly tried to
reassure the public opinion about the safety of the operation, citing the re-
port of the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA). In early July, IAEA
had stated that all the standards were respected and that the environmental
impact was negligible. Also, a South Korean scientific team, which had been
sent to Fukushima, reiterated that the water release did not pose threats to
human health or to the environment [Kim 2023, 8 July]. Nevertheless, a
majority of the population remained very hostile to this decision, demon-
strating once again how complicated relations between South Korea and
Japan were, despite the initiatives of the President.

Soon after the Fukushima waters issue, the South Korean government
had to face a further problem in the form of the extreme weather events that
hit the country. First, a series of heavy rains in different areas, in mid-July,
caused massive damages and the death of 49 persons [Yoon & Young 2023,
17 July]; a few weeks later, in early August, a serious heat wave caused sever-
al deaths in the country and severe problems for the World Scout gathering,
which was taking place in the Saemangeum area, with tens of thousands of
participants from all over the world [Yim & Park 2023, 7 August]. In both
cases, the government was accused of poorly managing the situation; in ad-
dition, the international dimension of the Scout event represented a further
blow in terms of image for South Korea.

A third issue that emerged in the summer contributed to undermin-
ing the consensus towards the government in the country. Between July and
August, a series of random violent attacks — labelled by the media as «don’t-
ask-why» crimes, because they were committed without a clear motive or a
relation between the attacker and the victims — took place in Seoul and the
surrounding area. On 21 July, a man stabbed several people, killing one
and wounding three, and on 3 August another man hit pedestrians with his
car and then attacked people with a knife, killing two and injuring twelve.
These events contributed to the decrease of the sense of safety in the pop-
ulation and required a response by the government [Yoon 2023, 3 Septem-
ber]. These issues, although not all directly attributable to the government
action, contributed to the decrease of the President’s popularity [Kim 2023,
6 September]. Yoon’s response materialized with an increasingly stronger
rhetoric against his political adversaries, repeatedly labelled as «commu-
nists» and «anti-state forces», contributing to the escalation of the political
polarization within the country [Yim 2023, 22 September].

2.2. A dangerous increase in the country’s political polarization

The extremely tense situation in South Korea between the two main po-
litical fronts remained as a constant feature also in 2023. One of the key
aspects of this polarization concerned the investigations for corruption into
the leader of the Democratic Party and former presidential candidate, Lee
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Jae-myung. In January, Lee was interrogated twice by prosecutors for cor-
ruption charges related to the period when he was mayor of Seongnam
[Alexander 2023, 1 February]. In addition, on 31 January, the former presi-
dent of the Ssangbangwool industrial group, Kim Song-tae, claimed to have
paid US$ 8 million to North Korea for economic projects and to facilitate a
possible travel to the country by Lee Jae-myung [Hwang 2023, 3 February].
These investigations were immediately considered by supporters of Lee and
of the Democratic Party as political retribution against the former opponent
of Yoon Suk-yeol, brought forward through the prosecution, of which Yoon
had been a leading member for many years. On 4 February, the party orga-
nized a demonstration in Seoul, to protest against these actions that were
seen as politically motivated [Shim 2023, 6 February].

The situation escalated quickly when, in mid-February, Lee was inter-
rogated for the third time and, soon afterwards, an arrest warrant against
him was issued. The request was approved by the President and by the Min-
istry of Justice and submitted to the vote of the National Assembly, in con-
sideration of the fact that Lee was a member of Parliament. On 27 February,
the Assembly voted against the arrest of Lee Jae-myung, but only for one
vote, despite the fact that the Democratic Party had a large majority in the
Parliament (169 seats out of 299) [Shin 2023, 27 February]. This outcome
opened a fierce debate in the progressive front, since it made clear that
within the party there was a significant opposition against Lee’s leadership.

The investigation of the prosecution on Lee Jae-myung and other
members of the Democratic Party continued in the following months. There
was a new indictment for corruption against Lee in March [Shin 2023, 22
March], a new investigation related to corruption practices within the par-
ty for the election of Song Young-gil as leader back in 2021 [Yun & Shin
2023, 25 April], and allegations against another important member of the
Party, Kim Nam-kuk, regarding his ownership of and dealings with crypto-
currency [Lee 2023, 14 May]. These new developments further increased
the tension between the political parties and between the Democratic Party
and the judiciary.

In the meantime, the progressives continued to harshly criticize the
government, not only for the alleged politicization of the judiciary power,
but also for the poor results in terms of managing the crises that emerged
during the summer. The tension continued to escalate, as shown by a new
13-hours interrogation against Lee Jae-myung in mid-August, and reached
its highest point of the year, when, on 31 August, Lee announced that he
was starting a sit-in and a hunger strike in front of the National Assembly
to protest against Yoon Suk-yeol’s government [Kim 2023, 31 August]. This
initiative by the leader of the opposition, and the deterioration of his health
condition as a consequence, did not stop the prosecution from interrogat-
ing Lee on different charges again on 9 and 12 September, and from issuing
a new arrest warrant on 18 September, the same day in which he was hospi-
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talized for his failing health conditions. Unexpectedly, this time the Nation-
al Assembly voted in favour of the arrest of Lee Jae-myung [Yim 2023, 21
September]. Lee, nonetheless, was not arrested because the court rejected
the request of arrest on the basis that there was no significant risk of destruc-
tion of evidence by Lee, which made his right to non-detention during the
investigation prevalent [Ji 2023, 27 September]. The decision temporarily
froze this potentially explosive issue and was obviously welcomed by the
progressives, while criticized by the conservatives. Both parties started a
process of internal consolidation and restructuring in order to prepare for
the campaign for the crucial legislative elections scheduled for 2024.

2.3. Political restructuring toward the elections for the National Assembly

In the last months of the year, the two main political parties started to focus
on the preparation for the upcoming electoral campaign for the National
Assembly. With the 2020 elections, that were held during the first wave of
the COVID-19 pandemic, the Democratic Party was able to obtain a signifi-
cant majority in the Parliament [Milani 2021: 79-81]. This meant that, after
the election of Yoon Suk-yeol in 2022, the two main political institutions of
the country were split between the two main parties. For the progressives,
the National Assembly, despite having limited political powers compared to
the presidency in the South Korean political system, became the last strong-
hold against the President and his political agenda; for the conservatives, it
was the main obstacle for the implementation of their policies and reforms.
In addition, the election was seen also as a sort of referendum on Yoon
Suk-yeol’s government in the middle of his term. The stakes were thus par-
ticularly high.

A first glimpse of the approaching electoral competition took place
on 11 October, with the by-elections for the National Assembly in the im-
portant district of Gangseo in Seoul. Here, the candidate of the Democratic
Party, Jin Kyo-hoon, won the seat with a margin of more than 17 points
over the candidate of the People Power Party [Song 2023, 12 October]. This
resounding defeat for the conservatives, albeit limited to only one seat, had
immediate consequences for the leadership of the party, that decided to
establish an innovation committee, led by Thn Yo-han, a medical school pro-
fessor of US descent (born John Alderman Linton), and the first non-ethnic
Korean citizen to achieve such an important role within a political party
[Shin 2023, 24 October]. The decision to create the committee, and to ap-
point Thn in the leading role, was a sign of the recognition by the PPP of the
need to change and restructure the party in order to improve its consensus
within the public opinion. One of the first decisions of the new committee
was to revoke the suspension of the former party leader Lee Jun-seok, of the
mayor of Daegu Hong Joon-pyo, and other suspended party members, with
the aim to consolidate and unify the conservative front before the elections
[Kim 2023, 2 November]. Despite the full autonomy that was granted to the
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new committee, tension quickly emerged between Thn Yo-han and the party
leader, Kim Gi-hyeon, especially on the rules for nominating the candidates
for the National Assembly elections. With the goal of pursuing renovation
of the party’s politicians, the committee proposed that party leaders and
lawmakers with long experience or closely associated with the President
would refrain from running for the election. The proposal was not met
with enthusiasm by the party leadership [Shin & Seo 2023, 30 November].
The rejection of the main proposals for innovation from the committee led
to the decision to end its activities on 7 December, three weeks before what
had been scheduled [Lee 2023, 7 December]. The internal split between the
committee and the leadership — that reflected a broader division between
a faction that called for bold change and renovation and another one that
wanted a more gradual process — continued to have consequences, and led
to the resignation of the party leader, Kim Gi-hyeon, on 13 December, after
only 9 months in office [Jo & Lee 2023, 13 December]. The last weeks of the
year were thus characterized by a difficult transition and confusion within
the conservative party. President Yoon Suk-yeol promoted a significant gov-
ernment reshuffle that included eight ministers — some of them particularly
important such as the Minister of Foreign Affairs — and several Vice-Minis-
ters, with the twofold goal of revamping the action of the government but
also of leaving a free hand to high-profile politicians within the party to run
for the legislative elections [Nam 2023, 18 December]. On 21 December,
the Minister of Justice Han Dong-hoon left his position and was appoint-
ed as new leader of the People Power Party, with the mandate of bringing
the situation under control and prepare for the election campaign [Kobara
2023, 22 December].

If the situation was particularly chaotic within the conservative camp
in the last part of the year, the same was also true for the progressive side.
The vote in favour of the arrest of the leader Lee Jae-myung left deep
scars within the Democratic Party and was interpreted as a strong signal
of dissatisfaction with the leadership in a significant portion of the party.
The electoral success of the by-elections only partially healed the situation;
however, with an important electoral campaign looming on the horizon, a
consolidation was necessary also for the progressives. Immediately after the
vote for Lee’s arrest, the Democratic Party appointed a new leader in the
National Assembly, Hong Ihk-pyo, after the resignation of the previous one
Park Kwang-on [Kang 2023, 26 September]. In the following weeks, Lee
Jae-myung tried to consolidate his position as party leader, side lining those
who had criticized him and vigorously opposing the government initiatives
in the Parliament [Lee 2023, 10 October]. The contrast within the Demo-
cratic Party between supporters and opponents of Lee’s leadership started
to have practical results in December, when former Prime Minister and for-
mer party leader Lee Nak-yon announced that he was planning to leave the
party and form a new one before the legislative elections, with the goal of at-
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tracting politicians and voters not aligned with either of the two major par-
ties [Kang 2023, 13 December]. The announcement represented a serious
threat to the unity of the progressive camp, considering that it came from
one of its most prominent political figures. Lee Nak-yon’s decision elicited
criticism among party members, who did not consider positively the idea of
splitting the party, and thus strengthened the support for Lee Jae-myung.
At the same time, the party leader seemed to be open to the possibility of
a meeting with his opponent to try to mend the situation [Kang 2023, 18
December]. The meeting, which took place on 30 December, did not resolve
the issue, since the two adversaries were not able to find an agreement. This
result was mostly the consequence of Lee Nak-yon’s request that Lee Jae-
myung step down from the party leadership and agree to establish a joint
leadership committee before the election; a request that was rejected by Lee
Jae-myung himself [Kim 2023, 31 December].

In the meantime, also a former leader of the conservative party, Lee
Jun-seok, announced his plan to form a new party before the April elections
[Kim 2023, 27 December]. The similarities in the messy process of consoli-
dation within both main parties highlighted how the polarization between
the two sides and the personalization within the two parties around the per-
sonalities of Yoon Suk-yeol and Lee Jae-myung were affecting the political
debate. The strong emphasis on the role of the two political leaders resulted
in the marginalization of dissenting voices within the parties and also in an
increase of personal attacks against both Yoon and Lee. This development
represented a particularly menacing prospect in view of the elections for the
National Assembly.

2.4. Kim Jong Un meets old friends and strengthens the country’s defence
System

On 1* January, North Korean media published a brief report on the works
of the Sixth Plenum of the Eighth Central Committee of the Workers” Par-
ty — held at the end of December 2022 — which contained excerpts of Kim
Jong Un remarks. The fact that marginal space was reserved in the report
to the analysis of economic results suggested that Pyongyang had failed to
achieve noteworthy growth over the course of the previous year, also due
to the limitations imposed by the pandemic. On the other hand, the re-
port’s strong focus on the security situation and defence plans reflected the
regime’s intention to continue to take a hard line against the «<hostile» at-
titude of the United States and South Korea. In his report to the Plenum,
Kim shared his vision regarding the current global order, noting how it had
clearly transformed into a «<new cold war» and stressing again «multipolar-
ization» as a key development, as he had already done in his report to the
Supreme People’s Assembly in September 2022 [KINU 2023]. His world-
view was encapsulated by what appeared to be a fundamental shift in North
Korea’s foreign policy, evidenced by a decided tilt towards China and Russia
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and probably also by a recalibration of the United States’ strategic value for
the security of the regime.

This renewed intimacy between North Korea and Beijing and Moscow
was clearly demonstrated in spring, when trade exchanges were restored
after the restrictions imposed because of the pandemic [Yoon 2023, 17 Feb-
ruary]. In addition, the Chinese and Russian delegations participated in
the 70" anniversary celebrations of the Korean War armistice, held in North
Korea on 27 July. The main representatives of both countries — Russian
Defence Minister Sergei Shoigu and China’s Politburo member Li Hong-
zhong — had the opportunity to participate in high-profile institutional and
celebratory events and engage in discussions with the North Korean leader-
ship. Shoigu promised to «strengthen cooperation» between the countries’
armies [KCNA 2023b] and discussed «strategic and tactical collaboration»
in a meeting with North Korean Leader Kim, although state media did not
provide more details [KCNA 2023e]. Both emissaries delivered a letter sent
to the North Korean leader by their respective heads of state, Putin and Xi
[KCNA 2023c; KCNA 2023f]. Kim Jong Un personally led Shoigu to visit
the Weaponry Exhibition held in Pyongyang, during which the North Kore-
an leader showed his guests a part of the North Korean arsenal, revealing,
for the first time, brand-new weapons [KCNA 2023d]. The exhibition aimed
to demonstrate how the North Korean weapons industry had overcome ma-
terial shortages and economic contractions to meet the full militarization
of the country, as auspicated by Kim Jong Un. North Korea has managed
to test almost all nuclear-capable assets listed by Kim at the Eighth Party
Congress and, in all likelihood, will continue to develop these and other
weapons devices. Successively, Shoigu and Li joined Kim Jong Un during
the military parade [KCNA 2023g], symbolically supporting North Korea’s
nuclear weapons and ballistic missile development, which both Beijing and
Moscow had previously consistently condemned, at least formally, at the
United Nations Security Council (UNSC).

Only few weeks later, the three allies reconvened again in Pyongyang,
to celebrate the 75" anniversary of the country’s founding; the Chinese
delegation was led by Vice Premier Liu Guozhong, while a military song-
and-dance ensemble along with some diplomats arrived from Russia. Both
Xi Jinping and Vladimir Putin sent congratulatory letters, expressing their
willingness to strengthen strategic communication and expanding bilater-
al ties [KCNA 2023i; KCNA 2023j]. The parade that took place in Kim Il
Sung Square featured «paramilitary forces» and did not appear to showcase
North Korea’s banned weaponry, such as intercontinental ballistic missiles.
Nonetheless, just two days before, Pyongyang had unveiled its first «tactical
nuclear attack submarine», which was catalogued by Kim Jong Un as part
of a «push toward the nuclear weaponization of the Navy» [KCNA 2023h].

The emphasis on promoting the relationship with Russia continued
also in the following weeks. Immediately after his visit to Russia, in Septem-

48



KOREAN PENINSULA 2023

ber, Kim Jong Un briefed the party central committee’s Politburo, stressing
the need to «strengthen close contacts and cooperation» and placing bilat-
eral ties «<on a new strategic level in response to the demand of the new era»
[KCNA 2023n]. At the end of September, the Supreme People’s Assembly,
North Korea’s rubber-stamp parliament, had a two-day meeting, at the end
of which a constitutional amendment, stating that the country «develops
highly nuclear weapons to ensure» its «right to existence» and to «deter
war», was unanimously adopted [KCNA 20230]. Kim Jong Un stressed the
need to accelerate production of nuclear weapons to deter what he defined
as U.S. provocations, such as military drills and deployment of strategic
assets in the region. The amendment came a year after North Korea offi-
cially enshrined in law the right to use pre-emptive nuclear strikes to protect
itself, making its nuclear status «irreversible». In his speech, however, Kim
highlighted that a major revamp of his country’s economy was «the most
pressing task for the government» and urged the agriculture sector to work
harder to promote the people’s conditions, implicitly admitting the worsen-
ing in living conditions of the population.

At the end of November, North Koreans went to the polls to vote for
deputies to local assemblies: unprecedently, it was reported that the 0.09%
of the votes were against candidates for deputies to provincial people’s
assemblies and the 0.13% against selected candidates to city and county
people’s assemblies [KCNA 2023r]. This rare revelation of opposing votes
in the local elections may be intended to show that the country held the
election following the August revision of the election law, that introduced
a seemingly multi-candidate system at the provincial and municipal level
[Kim 2023, 9 November].

Before the end of the year, as usual, Kim Jong Un kicked off the ple-
nary meeting of the Central Committee of the Party, setting the stage for un-
veiling policy decisions for the new year. Apart from listing the «remarkable
success made in the overall national economy» and lauding the agricultural,
construction, and industrial sectors for their noteworthy achievements, Kim
set forth unspecified tasks for the military and the munitions industry to
«further accelerate the war preparations» in the face of «(anti-North Ko-
rea) confrontation moves by the U.S. and its vassal forces unprecedented in
history» [KCNA 2023s]. Kim harshly blamed South Korea and the United
States for raising tensions in the region, by referring to their expanded joint
military exercises, deployments of U.S. strategic military assets, and trilater-
al security cooperation with Japan, as turning the Korean peninsula into a
dangerous war-risk zone. Against this backdrop, Kim called for rewriting his
own country’s constitution to eradicate the idea of a peaceful unification be-
tween the war-divided countries and to cement the South as an «invariable
principal enemy» [KCNA 2023s]. In eliminating the idea of a shared sense
of statehood between the Koreas, Kim could be reinforcing North Korea’s
older approach of ignoring Seoul and attempting direct dealings with Wash-
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ington. On the other hand, declaring the South as a permanent adversary,
rather than a potential partner for reconciliation, could also be aimed at
improving the credibility of Kim’s escalatory nuclear doctrine, which autho-
rizes the military to use nuclear weapons pre-emptively against adversaries,
if North Korean leadership is considered under threat.

3. Inter-Korean relations

3.1. Increasingly harsh positions and escalation of tension on the peninsula

Relations between North and South Korea continued to be particularly
problematic over the course of 2023, with a significant escalation of tension
and rhetoric from both sides. The new year was opened by a series of short-
range missile launches by Pyongyang, between 31 December 2022 and 1%
January 2023 [Lee 2023, 1 January], which was met by the South Korean
president with and increasingly hard-line position. On 11 January, Yoon
Suk-yeol declared that, in the event of a further increase of North Korean
nuclear threats, South Korea could decide to develop nuclear weapons or to
ask the United States to redeploy nuclear weapons on the peninsula [Choe
2023, 12 January]. Along the same line, when U.S. Secretary of State, An-
thony Blinken, and U.S. Secretary of Defence, Lloyd Austin, visited Seoul
between January and February, the two countries reaffirmed the strength of
their alliance, the U.S. commitment to defend the peninsula, and agreed
to expand their joint military exercises [Choi, Si-young, 2023, 5 February].
This commitment was reinforced by the joint aerial exercises that took place
on 2 and 3 February [Choi, David, 2023, 2 February]. North Korea respond-
ed condemning the exercises and declaring that the country was ready to
take unprecedented countermeasures. A promise that was fleshed out by
the launch of an Intercontinental Ballistic Missile (ICBM) in mid-February,
the first since November, and also two additional short-range missiles [Shin
2023, 21 February].

This escalation of rhetoric and military tension reached its highest
point, as usual, in March, when South Korea and the U.S. held the biggest
military exercise of the year, Freedom Shield. The exercise started on 13
March and lasted for 11 days [Song 2023, 13 March]. On its part, North
Korea responded, in addition to strong verbal condemnation by Kim Jong
Un’s sister Kim Yo Jong, by a massive series of missile launches and tests.
They included the launch of 6 short range missiles on 9 March, 2 cruise
missiles from a submarine on 12 March, 2 more short range missiles two
days later, one more ICBM on 16 March, a short-range missile equipped
with a mock nuclear warhead on 19, more cruise and short range missiles
on 22 and 27, and a 59-hours test of a submarine drone with nuclear ca-
pabilities during the same days [Foster-Carter 2023a]. The number and di-
versification of these tests demonstrated the advancement of North Korea’s
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arms technology, and the absence of any major reaction by the international
actors to these tests also signalled the fact that they had been accepted as
representing a sort of «<normal» behaviour on the part of North Korea.

In April, North Korea continued with its tests, especially of subma-
rine technology and of a new ICBM, the Hwasong-18, that, according to
the regime, was propelled through solid fuel instead of liquid one, a very
important advancement because it allows a faster, easier and safer deploy-
ment [Choi & Park 2023, 14 April]. South Korea, on its part, continued to
reinforce regional defence, strengthening its military relationship with both
Japan and the United States. Not surprisingly, after the release of the Wash-
ington Declaration by Yoon and Biden, which included a reinforcement of
the American nuclear deterrent on the peninsula, the North Korean regime
condemned this new initiative and pledged to strengthen its nuclear arma-
ment even more [Shin 2023, 1 May].

The paths of the two Koreas seemed to be increasingly distant; while
South Korea was relying more and more on the alliance with the US, and
on the possibility to extend the partnership to other regional countries such
as Japan, North Korea continued to strengthen its military system, relying
also on the support of Russia and China. Inter-Korean relations were, yet
again, embedded within broader strategic rivalries and confrontation, with
the possibility of very dangerous results for the peninsula.

On 31 May, North Korea attempted to launch a military spy satellite
into orbit, the Mallygyong-1, through the rocket Chollima-1. However, the
launch was not successful, with the rocket falling into the sea shortly after
taking off, due to a malfunction [Kim & Kim 2023, 31 May]. The initiative
was in line with the idea expressed by Kim Jong Un of modernizing the mil-
itary system. The launch was tried again, on 24 August, with another failure,
but also with the indication that a third attempt would be tried in October
[Kim 2023, 24 August], signalling the importance of this program for the
North Korean regime. The debris from the first launch were then recovered
by the South Korean military in the waters near the country, and the analysis
revealed that the satellite was very rudimental and practically unusable for
military purposes.

What North Korea lacked in terms of knowledge and know-how for
satellites and rockets, it certainly had for missiles. On 12 July, Pyongyang
tested again the Hwasong-18 ICBM, with a potential range of around
15.000 kilometres [Kosuke 2023, 13 July]. The test, that took place during
the NATO Summit in Lithuania, in which also Yoon Suk-yeol and Japan
Prime Minister Fumio Kishida participated, was strongly condemned at the
international level. A meeting of the UNSC was also convened but without
the approval of any new measure, because of the opposition of Russia and
China. More short-range missiles were then launched in July and August, in
particular after the U.S. and South Korea launched a second very important
joint exercise, the Ulchi Freedom Shield in late August, which was met, as
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usual, with the launch of missiles and other military operations, this time
under the supervision of Kim Jong Un himself [Kim 2023, 3 September].

3.2. Towards the end of inter-Korean relations?

The situation between the two Koreas seemed to follow the usual playbook
of the previous year and a half, with important increase of tension and mil-
itary pressure from both sides, which was met with more military pressure
from the other. This dynamic was clearly very dangerous and extremely det-
rimental for inter-Korean relations. In the second half of 2023, the situation
continued to worsen, and not only because of military provocations, but also
because of practical steps taken by both sides, aimed at relegating inter-Ko-
rean dialogue and cooperation to history.

The first step in this direction was taken by the South Korean gov-
ernment, with a general redefinition of the Ministry of Unification. On 28
June, Yoon Suk-yeol replaced Kwon Young-se, officially because the latter
wanted to focus on his parliamentary career before the following elections,
with Kim Yung-ho, a very hard-line figure with extremely critical positions
against North Korea. This decision was paired with a clear indication by
President Yoon that the Ministry had to change: from being a «support de-
partment for North Korea» to focus on unification «based on liberal demo-
cratic order» [Foster-Carter 2023b: 108]. This redefinition of the role of the
Ministry and the appointment of such a controversial figure in the leading
position caused concerns not only in the opposition, but also in parts of the
conservative party. However, this was perfectly in line with what Yoon had
promised in the campaign and it was perfectly coherent with Yoon’s more
general foreign policy, stressing the importance of democracy and demo-
cratic values and of creating coalitions with other like-minded countries.

The hard-line position towards North Korea was furthered reiter-
ated by Yoon’s speech on Liberation Day, 15 August, in which he stated
that peace on the peninsula could be achieved only through strength [Jung
2023, 15 August].

This hardening of positions predictably could only have the result of
generating a very similar reaction from North Korea, with multiple signals
pointing in the direction of more confrontation. Missiles launches contin-
ued in September, while Kim Jong Un was consolidating his country’s part-
nership with Russia, with an eye on military and satellite technology. The
real breakthrough came on 21 November, when North Korea was able, with
its third attempt, to put its reconnaissance satellite into orbit. Soon after
the regime declared that the satellite was working properly [Choe 2023, 21
November]. Few hours after the launch, both South Korea and Japan con-
firmed that the satellite had really made into orbit, although they stated it
was impossible to understand if it was properly working. In any case, South
Korea insisted this was a clear violation of UNSC resolutions that prohibit
North Korea from using ballistic missile technology; on its part, Pyongyang
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maintained it was a «legal right» of the country «to strengthen its right to
self-defence» [KCNA 2023q]. In any case, if the spacecraft works, it could
significantly improve North Korea’s capabilities, including enabling it to
more accurately target opponent’s forces.

The significance of the event went beyond the fact that North Korea
had been able to put a satellite into orbit. The day after, South Korea sus-
pended the no-fly zone on the border, part of the Pyongyang agreement of
2018 reached between Kim Jong Un and the former South Korean Presi-
dent Moon Jae-in in order to reduce tensions and risk of conflict along the
border. North Korea responded terminating the entire agreement, restor-
ing guard posts and rearming soldiers on the border [Foster-Carter 2023c:
114-115]. This development was particularly concerning because the agree-
ment was designed to reduce the possibility of a military escalation in the
dangerous area of the border. But the climate between the two Koreas was of
strong confrontation from both sides, characterized by increasing military
pressure and escalating rhetoric. On 18 December, North Korea launched
again an ICBM, the fifth of the year, marking the highest number of this
kind of tests in a single year [Van Diepen 2023, 21 December].

The final blow to inter-Korean relations came in late December, when
Kim Jong Un, in the plenary meeting of the Central Committee of the Par-
ty, announced that reunification had become impossible and that South Ko-
rea was no longer a partner for reconciliation and reunification, as part of
the same nation. Hence, in Kim’s analysis, relations between the two Koreas
should be treated as relations between two separate, hostile and belligerent
states, and North Korea, while not seeking war, had to be ready to respond
and to subjugate South Korea in case of an attack [Kim 2024, 1 January].

The practical effects of this new policy will be evaluated in the future,
but it certainly represents a departure from a key principle of inter-Korean
relations, dating back to the first Joint Declaration of 1972, in which the two
Koreas recognized to be part of the same nation and that unification was the
main goal to pursue.

4. International relations

4.1. Kim goes to Russia. A new and dangerous partnership with Moscow

The rumours that had been circulating for a few days, fuelled by uniden-
tified White House officials [Wong and Barnes 2023, 4 September], were
finally confirmed when, on 10 September, Kim Jong Un left Pyongyang
to visit the Russian Federation [KCNA 2023k]. The visit had been likely
planned since late August, when a large delegation of North Korean of-
ficials, including those overseeing the leadership protocol, travelled from
Pyongyang to Vladivostok and then to Moscow [Wong and Barnes 2023,
4 September]. After crossing the narrow border that divides North Korea
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from the Russian Federation and, following a brief stop in Khasan [KCNA
20231], where the North Korean leader was received with full honours by the
military picket and a band, as well as by the governor of the region, Kim,
aboard his armoured train equipped with all comforts, reached Vostochny,
in Siberia, home to an important spaceport [KCNA 2023m]. There, the
North Korean leader was joined by Putin, who led Kim in a careful inspec-
tion of the launch facility of the Soyuz-2 space rocket.

The most relevant question, however, is why Kim Jong Un, who, like
his father, is somewhat reluctant to travel outside his country, decided to
leave Pyongyang for Russia. The answer presumably has to do with the mu-
tual needs of North Korea and Russia. The latter would like to guarantee the
influx of ammunition — which North Korea certainly does not lack — which
Putin desperately needs to carry out military operations against Ukraine.
The North Korean regime, for its part, sees the possibility of replenishing
its coffers with foreign currency and obtaining basic supplies absolutely nec-
essary to try to improve the situation of an isolated country prostrated by
international sanctions and by the self-imposed isolation during the pan-
demic. Possibly more important is the possibility of receiving support in the
technological sector that would allow Pyongyang to take a significant step
forward in the military field. The fact that the meeting between the two
leaders was held at the Vostochny spaceport was particularly indicative of
the intentions of the North Koreans, who had tried twice — and failed both
times — to send a spy satellite into orbit. This was an objective described by
Kim himself as indispensable to bolster up defence capabilities against the
military threat posed by the U.S. and South Korea and to make possible
the deployment of «preemptive military power according to the situation»
[KCNA 2023a].

Against this backdrop, just before the talks started, Putin reportedly
declared that Moscow would offer assistance to North Korea in building
satellites [Sokolin 2023, 13 September]. The fact that military technological
development would be one of the main topics of discussion between Kim
and Putin was easy to imagine. From inside the luxurious and hyper-ar-
moured train that took Kim to Russia, in fact, some important military offi-
cers emerged. They included Ri Pyong Chol, vice chairman of the Workers’
Party’s powerful Central Military Commission and marshal of the army; Jo
Chun Ryong, director of the Munitions Industry Department; and, above
all, Pak Thae Song, who presides over the space technology sector [Kim et al
2023, 12 September]. North Korea’s extreme interest in Russian technology
— useful for perfecting spy satellites but also for equipping submarines with
nuclear technology — was supposedly confirmed by the presence of these
and some other prominent figures from Pyongyang’s leadership.

The provision of weapons from North Korea to Russia, which had
presumably taken place in September, was confirmed in mid-October by
the White House, which revealed that satellite images showed cargos leav-
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ing from an ammunition depot in North Korea to reach a depot near Rus-
sia’s southwestern border [Mason 2023, 13 October]. The same day, pic-
tures showing images of containers in the North Korean port city of Najin,
ready to be shipped to Russia, were released by the White House, which also
claimed that the containers had reached Russia the day before the meeting
between Kim and Putin [DeYoung 2023, 13 October].

In a further demonstration of growing bilateral ties, Russian Foreign
Minister Sergey Lavrov visited Pyongyang, where, on 18 October, during
a reception, he expressed «solidarity» with North Korea and thanked the
regime for its «principled support» of the «special military operation» in
Ukraine [Choi, Soo-hyang, 2023, 19 October]. Another delegation, led by
Russia’s Natural Resources Minister Alexander Kozlov, arrived in Pyong-
yang in mid-November, to discuss «cooperation in the fields of trade, econ-
omy, science and technology» [KCNA 2023p].

According to South Korea’s Defence Minister Shin Won-sik, it was
thanks to Russian help that, in November, Pyongyang was able to put its
first spy satellite into orbit, resolving North Korea’s rocket engine issues that
were responsible for the two failed attempts in May and August 2023 [Jo &
Park 2023, 23 November]. However, some commentators expressed their
scepticism on the possibility that North Korea received Russian assistance
for this specific launch shortly before it; the timeline would suggest previous
technical assistance [Van Diepen 2023, 28 November].

4.2. Yoon mends fences with Japan and strengthen his «diplomatic offensive»

Since taking office, President Yoon Suk-yeol has been pushing to mend the
historical grievance with Tokyo and strengthen a security cooperation, which
would doubtlessly include Washington, to better cope with the increasing
North Korean nuclear threats. This attitude became clear on 1% March, a
very important date for Koreans, since it marks the 1919 uprising against
the Japanese colonizers. Yoon, in a televised speech, paid homage to the
«patriotic martyrs» who sacrificed themselves for their country’s freedom
and independence but avoided mentioning any specific colonial wrongdo-
ing on the part of the Japanese colonizers. Moreover, he explained why
Japan, due to the sharing of universal values and the importance of coop-
eration in different fields, had to be seen as a partner [Lee 2023, 3 March].
Only few days later, Seoul announced a plan consisting of two aspects. The
first was the dropping of the Supreme Court’s 2018 order that imposed to
Japanese companies to compensate Korean victims of forced labour during
the occupation of the peninsula. The second was that an existing South
Korean public foundation, funded by private-sector companies, would uni-
laterally offer reparation to survivors, removing the demand for an apology
and payments on the part of Japan [Kwon 2023, 6 March].

Seoul’s decision was hailed by the Biden administration as «ground-
breaking» [The White House 2023a], given that the American administra-
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tion had pressed its two allies to reconcile. The response from South Korean
civil society, however, was not equally positive.

Anyway, the rapprochement paved the way to respective visits of Yoon
to Tokyo in March 2023 — the first in a dozen years by a South Korean leader
to Japan — and Kishida to Seoul two months later. Previously, the two leaders
had only briefly met on the side lines of the UN General Assembly meeting
in New York, in September 2022. The 2023 summits brought about positive
outcomes, since the two countries agreed to drop an almost four-year trade
dispute on some high-tech materials used for chips and to normalize the
intelligence-sharing pact known as GSOMIA (General Security of Military
Information Agreement), which had been left in limbo by the previous ad-
ministration, after Japan imposed export restrictions on Seoul [Kim 2023,
21 March].

These decisions were met with intense criticism from the South Korean
opposition and activists, who talked of <humiliating diplomacy» [Shin 2023,
16 March] and chastised Yoon for ending his meeting with Kishida without
receiving an apology. Yoon'’s efforts to mend ties with Japan were undoubt-
edly aimed at enhancing Biden’s appreciation for his administration and to
elevate international perceptions of South Korea as a global player.

At the end of April, in order to mark the 70" anniversary of the U.S.-
ROK alliance, Yoon held a summit with the U.S. President. The outcome
was the Washington Declaration, in which the U.S. vowed to strengthen ex-
tended deterrence consultations, while South Korea restated its non-pro-
liferation obligations under the Non-proliferation Treaty framework. Yet,
again, many in South Korea felt disappointed; on the one hand because this
decisive turn towards the US would contribute to further escalate tensions
with China and North Korea, and, on the other, because this was seen as
a design aimed to silence calls for South Korea’s own nuclear force or the
redeployment of American tactical nuclear weapons in the South, a request
that had gained momentum in recent months.

Yoon administration’s diplomatic efforts were largely rewarded in
mid-May, when the South Korean President attended the G7 summit in
Hiroshima. He held bilateral meetings with several leaders, highlighting
both Seoul’s expanding international reach and the growing demand from
partners to see South Korea playing a larger role abroad. Also, Yoon re-
inforced Seoul’s efforts to align itself alongside the Quadrilateral Securi-
ty Dialogue and, most importantly, participated in a meeting with Biden
and Kishida to enhance trilateral cooperation in addressing North Korea’s
threats, economic security, and regional strategic coordination [The White
House 2023b]. In addition, Yoon met with Ukrainian President Zelenskyy,
to confirm South Korean provision of non-lethal and humanitarian aid to
the attacked country. This unconditional support was reconfirmed when,
in mid-July, Yoon made a surprise visit to Kyiv — after his trip to Lithuania,
for a NATO summit, and to Poland — and promised an increase in South
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Korea’s humanitarian aid, but without referring to weapons supplies [Lee
2023, 15 July].

In August, upon Biden’s invitation, both Yoon and Kishida participat-
ed in a trilateral summit in Camp David, the first of this kind that was not
held on the side lines of an international gathering. The meeting represent-
ed a very important step in the process of reviving and institutionalizing
security cooperation between the three nations. The summit, as stipulated
in the final Statement of Principles and Joint Statement, produced a new
«commitment to consult», which implied a coordinated response to com-
mon security challenges and represented the first time that the leaders of
Japan and South Korea acknowledged that their security was intertwined.
In line with this new approach, there was the establishment of a three-way
hotline, the commitment to conduct annual military exercises and share
intelligence, and the decision to hold a new annual trilateral summit [The
White House 2023c¢; The White House 2023d]. In the end, in the face of
persistent threats from China and North Korea, Yoon and Kishida buried
the hatchet and put aside their differences, cementing an even stronger
relationship with Washington to respond in a coordinated way.

In the second part of the year, Yoon continued his diplomatic offen-
sive. In September, after attending summits related to the Association of
Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) in Jakarta, he flew to India to take part in
the G20 summit, where he discussed climate change, the environment and
energy transition and stressed South Korea’s commitment to contribute to a
free, peaceful, and prosperous future, by safeguarding the international or-
der [Office of the President, Republic of Korea 2023]. It goes without saying
that even in that occasion Yoon reiterated the key aspects of his country’s
cooperation with the U.S. and Japan and their respective commitment to
regional peace and prosperity. Yoon also held talks with Indian Prime Min-
ister Narendra Modi on bilateral cooperation in areas such as the defence
industry and supply chains.

In mid-November, after having participated in the Asia-Pacific Eco-
nomic Cooperation (APEC) summit in San Francisco, President Yoon em-
barked in a trip to Europe, with stops in the United Kingdom and France, as
part of a diplomatic push before the 2030 World Expo bid. In London, the
South Korean President and the British Prime Minister, Rishi Sunak, signed
the Downing Street Accord, that upgraded their relations to a «global stra-
tegic partnership», emphasizing mutual cooperation in different areas, in-
cluding joint responses to global issues, and revising the South Korea-Brit-
ain free trade agreement [Prime Minister’s Office UK 2023]. The Accord
—which aligned with the Yoon administration’s global pivotal strategy — was
particularly relevant in relation to technology, defence and security, in line
with the agreements that the UK had already signed with Japan and Sin-
gapore. After the trip to London, Yoon visited France, where he met with
President Emmanuel Macron and agreed to strengthen technology cooper-
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ation [Lee 2023, 24 November]. The summit also served as an opportunity
to fortify global security cooperation with France, a permanent member
of the UNSC, ahead of South Korea’s start of its term as a non-permanent
member, in January 2024.

Despite the setback of failing to obtain the 2030 World Expo for Bu-
san, the second half of the year served for President Yoon to consolidate his
position and that of his country on the global stage, in particular reinforcing
relations with Europe and other countries, with which South Korea shared
values and practices based on democratic principles, a key goal of Yoon’s
administration from the beginning.

5. Conclusions

The process of restructuring and consolidation of several aspects of the
political and economic situation in Korea, after the COVID-19 pandemic,
did not lead to positive results in 2023; on the contrary, it led to a general
increase in tension and polarization. In South Korea, the first year in office
of Yoon Suk-yeol was characterized by growing difficulties with the opposi-
tion and by the impossibility to implement the main reforms that he had
planned. Polarization and personalization of the political debate affected
the two main parties from within and in their mutual relations. Considering
the upcoming elections for the National Assembly in 2024, for which the
role of the two main parties will be crucial, this dynamic will surely influence
the performances of both.

In foreign policy, President Yoon Suk-yeol had promised to enhance
relations with Japan early in his presidency. In fact, in 2023 there was a
surge in diplomatic engagement between the two countries, which have also
restored themselves as full trading partners, normalized the General Se-
curity of Military Information Agreement (GSOMIA), and begun sharing
real-time intelligence on North Korean missiles with the United States. De-
spite the relevance for the two countries in terms of security cooperation,
this push for reconciliation by Yoon was not fully welcomed by Korea’s civil
society, whose resentment against the neighbour, stemming from historical
grievances, has never disappeared. Washington, in any case, took note of
Seoul and Tokyo’s improving relations. U.S. President Joe Biden promptly
took advantage of the two allies’ detente to launch a «<new era» of trilateral
collaboration, inviting South Korean President Yoon Suk-yeol and Japanese
Prime Minister Fumio Kishida to a meeting at Camp David, which enabled
the three countries to form a de facto alliance, much to the anger of Beijing,
Moscow, and Pyongyang.

On the other hand, Russia made a comeback to prominence in North
Korea in 2023. Sergei Shoigu, the Russian minister of defence, surprised ev-
eryone by traveling to North Korea at the end of July. Following this, in Sep-
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tember, Kim travelled to the Russian Far East, where he met with Russian
President Vladimir Putin. Additionally, Pyongyang hosted Russian Foreign
Minister Sergey Lavrov in October. Kim’s trip to Russia raised the prospect
of further North Korea-Russia military cooperation, in an effort also to put
pressure on South Korea and the U.S.

North Korea gave up on its brief experimentation with reforming pol-
icies and remained self-isolated, although some exchanges were restarted
with neighbouring countries. China and, to a lesser extent, Russia were now
its allies, and, in times of turmoil, the political power of the Kim family re-
mained remarkably stable, for better or worse.
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On the basis of a wide range of critically assessed and triangulated secondary and
primary sources, including elite interviews and official documentation often in the
original language, this article suggests that Japan’s domestic politics, and also its for-
eign and security policies, displayed a remarkable degree of continuity with the path
set by the late Abe Shinzo, and thus carry his imprint. Notable exceptions are Kishi-
da’s initiatives in the energy, economic, and fiscal realms. Amid major scandals and
internal readjustments in the majority party, the Liberal Democratic Party (LDP), Ja-
pan’s domestic politics appear to be dominated by a single party maintaining its edge
over possible adversaries in a fundamentally non-competitive democratic system. This
trend has been further reinforced by growing political disaffection. Public trust in the
government in 2023 was at a minimum, while surveys show that more than 40% of
the Japanese electorate did not support any specific political party. Against this back-
drop, however; the Kishida administration was successful in ending a long-lasting
period of deflation in the Japanese economy and coming to terms with the legacy of
former PM Abe Shinzo. In fact, the lasting influence of Abe lives on in the LDP’s
factional balance, influencing Kishida’s policy stance.

Especially in the realm of Japan’s security policy and international relations, 2023
testified to Abe’s legacy. Japan’s changes in its military doctrine and its force posture,
together with its strategic outreaches to its east Asian neighbours and European and
Pacific players, mirror US grand strategy. In fact, Japan also worked in lockstep with
US-led minilateral diplomacy aimed at purposeful multi-layered security ententes,
often on an ad hoc basis, to balance China militarily, counter the expansion of its re-
gional diplomatic and economic influence and maintain the status quo along the first
wsland chain. The seeds sown by the second Abe administration bore fruit in Japan’s
security embrace of Taiwan, an embrace which capitalised on Abe’s poorly understood
2015 legislative and strategic revolutions.

With a focus on the geopolitics of the first island chain, the article then looks at Ja-
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pan’s burgeoning security cooperation with South Korea and European states. It does
so to argue that while Kishida’s Japan is seemingly reactive to US grand strategy, it
acts in broad continuity of the course set by the two Abe administrations. Afler all, un-
der Abe, Japan expanded its strategic partnerships to include European players and
NATO. Moreover, while Kishida is not a revisionist nationalist, unlike Abe, Japan’s
reset of its relations with Seoul is a by-product of the new Yoon administration’s ability
to compromise rather than a resull of the Japanese government’s concessions.

After analysing the burgeoning Japan-NATO relations, the article concludes with a
discussion of Japan’s successful G7 presidency, the apex of minilateral diplomacy in
2023.

Keyworps Kishida Fumio; new capitalism; first island chain; Japan-Taiwan
relations; minilateralism; Japan-South Korea relations; Japan-NATO rela-
tions.

1. Introduction

To quote Confucius, «without trust, we cannot stand». Since his rise to
power in late 2021, on several occasions Japanese Prime Minister Kishida
Fumio has referred to this saying, pledging to rebuild national confidence
in politics and his administration. As this article will show, however, in
2023, at least as far as Japan’s domestic affairs were concerned, the Japa-
nese public’s relation with the government in Tokyo deteriorated due to
mismanagement, gaffes and scandals involving government officials and
Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) leaders. In addition to laying bare the
dysfunctional character of contemporary Japanese politics, political con-
tingencies in the year affected the government’s attempts at reform (e.g.
by promoting a transition to the digitalisation of Japanese society and
economy) and management of pressing issues, such as the legacy of the
COVID-19 pandemic and the Fukushima No. 1 wastewater issue. In the
face of a declining cabinet approval rate, in the 2023 global and domes-
tic economic conjuncture, businesses amassed huge profits and agreed to
push up wages, ending a decade of de facto economic stagnation. Never-
theless, Kishida’s low popularity in most of 2023 empowered intra-LDP
powerbrokers who had been instrumental in his rise to power. These dy-
namics reinforced Kishida’s need to act as a consensus-maker, thus cater-
ing to Abe’s policy legacy.

In the Confucian view, in addition to trust, a government needs
weapons to enhance its legitimacy and security. It might not be a coinci-
dence that a major area of government intervention in 2023 was that of
defence and national security. The Japanese government was aiming to
leverage «comprehensive national power, including diplomatic, defence,
economic, technological, and intelligence/information capabilities». This
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policy was spelt out in the 2022 National Security Strategy, with an ill-con-
cealed focus on Japan’s security embrace of Taiwan and the need to bal-
ance China more forcefully, which was yet another hint of Kishida walking
in his predecessors’ footsteps. The past year moreover featured various
strategic engagements, spanning from Japan’s neighbouring East Asian
countries to its European counterparts, and its minilateral diplomacy fo-
cused on creating purposeful and multi-layered security agreements in
close alignment and coordination with the regional initiatives of the US
government. Rather than hedging, Japan was moving in concert with
the US and like-minded powers with the aim of caging both China and a
potentially disruptive and transactional new Trump administration. The
deepening of Japan-US-Republic of Korea strategic relations, Japan’s mil-
itary coordination with the US to protect the status quo along the first is-
land chain, first and foremost across the Taiwan Strait, and Japan’s ability
to foster security relations with the North Atlantic Treaty Organization
(NATO) and European security actors, on top of important regional play-
ers such as Australia, suggested growing alignment among «like-minded
partners». This alignment was also partially conducive to more stable rela-
tions with China, although the tenability of this détente was openly ques-
tioned as 2024 dawned.

2. The Kishida administration struggles with declining public confidence and
political apathy

Political trust is a major indicator of several factors such as the basic le-
gitimacy of a government, a nation’s political participation and its voting
behaviour [Krauss el al. 2017]. As will be shown, in 2023 public trust in
the government of Japan (GoJ, hereafter) fell to a historic low, sensibly
affecting the administration’s legitimacy. Dissatisfaction and disaffection
with the government are nothing new in Japan and they have been on
the rise since the burst of the asset price bubble and political scandals in
the late 1980s and early 1990s [Krauss et al. 2017, 12]. In 2023, howev-
er, in addition to such historically determined discontent, overt political
apathy seems to have reached new heights, resulting quite paradoxically
in further empowerment of the currently dominant political elite [Kasai
2018]. Against the backdrop of a depoliticised and demobilised society,
rather than public support as measured by media polls, divisions within
the leadership became a decisive factor hampering the government’s de-
cision-making and hold on power.

As Wallace and Pugliese [2023] point out, the second half of 2022
was a political disaster for PM Kishida. In the aftermath of Abe Shinzd’s
assassination in July 2022, growing frustration with alleged ties between
dozens of LDP lawmakers and vice-ministers and the Unification Church
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brought the public’s confidence in the government and its management
of public affairs to a low of 36%. The government’s decision to hold an
11 million US dollar state funeral with thousands of international invitees
in October that year further reduced the cabinet’s already precarious ap-
proval ratings [McCurry 2022, 27 September; Wallace and Pugliese 2023;
Sakurai 2022].

In addition to these political mishaps, the government’s support rate
was affected by a «turnover contagion» (jinin domino) involving, among oth-
ers, the Minister of Reconstruction, Akiba Ken'ya. The Minister had ties
with the Unification Church and allegedly paid compensation to two of his
secretaries involved in his election campaign in violation of Japan’s Public
Offices Election Law. Against this backdrop, Kishida sacked Akiba and the
Parliamentary Secretary for Internal Affairs, Sugita Mio, who had caused
controversies with repeated sexist and homophobic comments. The Prime
Minister (PM)’s prompt reaction was aimed at speeding up the budget ap-
proval process but it did not help the government out of the quagmire of
declining public confidence [The Yomiuri Shimbun 2022, 23 December;
Satd et al. 2022, 27 December].

The negative approval trend continued in January 2023. In particu-
lar, the PM’s lack of clarity regarding an increase in defence spending in the
draft state budget presented in late December contributed to his plummet-
ing support. The government announced a ¥ 114 trillion national budget
(about € 716 billion) which included an increase in its defence spending to ¥
10.1 trillion (89.4% more than 2022), nearly ¥ 37 trillion on social security,
¥ 6 trillion on public works and ¥ 5.4 trillion on education and science [Go]
MOF 2022]. The increase in defence spending was instrumental in adjust-
ing Japan’s security strategy to a purportedly changed international securi-
ty environment. The draft budget detailed that the financial resources for
Tokyo’s Defence Buildup Programme would mainly come from non-tax rev-
enue (e.g. reforms of public spending, carry-overs from other government
funds for special purposes, returns of unused deposits and funds and prof-
its from the sale of government-owned properties, etc.). At the same time,
however, it indicated that ¥ 1 trillion would be appropriated through tax
measures over the 2023-27 period [Go] MOF 2022, 6]. This inevitably led
to speculation about a possible consumption tax hike, winning Kishida the
derogatory nickname of «tax-hike four-eyes» (zozei megane) [Yamazaki 2023,
18 October]. Criticism of the PM’s intention was voiced by cabinet members
Nishimura Yasutoshi and Takaichi Sanae, both of whom were close to late
Abe [Asahi Shinbun Seijibu 2023, 91]. Moreover, according to a May 2023
Kyodo poll, 80% of Japanese opposed the Go]’s plan to increase taxation
to finance the increase in the defence budget. These factors eventually led
the Kishida administration to indefinitely shelve the tax hike, which was
originally scheduled for fiscal year 2024 [Kyodo News 2023, 7 May; Jiji Press
2023, 13 June].
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3. Inherited troubles: COVID-19, Okinawa and the Fukushima wastewater issue

3.1 The COVID-19 downgrade

In spite of the above, Kishida’s support rate slightly rebounded after the
government’s decision to move away from the COVID-19 pandemic-era
restrictions. Regardless of warnings by members of the Japanese scientific
community of the lack of science-based explanations of a «rushed» decision
[Otake and Osaki Exum 2023, 27 January], in late January, the Japanese
authorities proceeded with a downgrade of the syndrome from a Class-II
to a Class-V infectious disease. While, on the one hand, any illness falling
in the former category, including for instance novel strains of influenza, re-
quires specific governmental control measures, the response to any Class-V
infection, such as seasonal flu, is fundamentally entrusted to the choices and
behaviour of individuals.

After the announcement, the government swiftly moved to relaxing
rules on attending large events and on mask use in public spaces, lifting
the isolation mandate for individuals contracting COVID-19 and curbing
the isolation period in the case of infection to five days from the onset of
symptoms. The decision to wear a mask was finally left to individual judge-
ments, «respecting individual choices». In addition, the GoJ issued a series
of recommendations regarding basic infection control measures (such as
avoiding the so-called 3Cs, i.e. closed spaces, crowded places and close-con-
tact settings) to be implemented on a voluntary basis by individuals or or-
ganisations [Go] MHLW 2023].

3.2 The re-emergence of friction between Tokyo and Okinawa, and the China
factor

Another long-standing issue, that of the relocation of the US Marine Corps
Futenma air base from its current location in Ginowan to Nago, Okinawa,
re-emerged during the first months of 2023. Okinawa Prefecture Governor
Tamaki Denny, who was elected in 2018 on a political platform opposed to
US base relocation and expansion, has vigorously refused to implement the
central government’s plan to relocate the military facility ever since. Since
2021, his prefectural government has blocked a design change to the base
construction plan allowing for land reclamation works on the Henoko coast-
line, causing a legal battle with the GoJ. In March 2023, the Naha branch
of the Fukuoka High Court ordered the prefectural government to approve
the design changes. Tamaki refused to abide by the sentence, appealing to
the constitutional right to local autonomy. He then brought the case to the
Supreme Court [Endo 2023, 4 September].

In July, the Okinawa governor flew to Beijing for a five-day visit along
with a delegation of Japanese politicians and businessmen seeking to pro-
mote Japan-China exchanges. He was received by PM Li Qiang. In an inter-
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view with the People’s Republic of China (PRC) public broadcaster CCTV/
CGTN, Tamaki stressed that the Japan-US security system and Japan’s de-
fence capabilities needed to be kept «within limits» and reiterated that peo-
ple in Okinawa were carrying a huge burden given the massive US military
presence on the archipelago [CGTN 2023, 7 July]. Tamaki’s visit sparked a
heated reaction from right-wing conservative commentators, who accused
him of surrendering Okinawa to China [e.g. Nakashinjo 2023, 21 Septem-
ber; Sakurai Yoshiko 2023]. In an early June speech reprinted on the front
page of the People’s Daily, China’s President and Chinese Communist Party
(CCP) General Secretary Xi Jinping made oblique references to the Ryukyu
Kingdom (the pre-modern name of the Okinawa prefecture) as a node of
trade and diplomatic interactions with mainland pre-modern imperial Chi-
na and specifically with the city of Fuzhou, where he had served as secretary
of the local CCP branch. Xi’s words created doubts about Beijing’s intention
toward Okinawa against the backdrop of the PRC-Japan dispute over the
Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands, and especially of Japan’s growing vocal commit-
ment to the security of Taiwan [The Asahi Shimbun 2023, 5 July].

Later in September Japan’s Supreme Court upheld the Fukuoka High
Court decision, but Tamaki staunchly refused to implement it and instead
took the issue to the UN Human Rights Council in Geneva. There, he em-
phasised that the Japanese government was «imposing» the construction
of a new US military base in contempt of the Okinawans’ opposition to the
construction of new military facilities on the island, and of the island’s nat-
ural environment [The Asahi Shimbun 2023, 20 September]. Nonetheless, in
December the Fukuoka High Court issued a ruling requiring the prefectural
government to swiftly approve the design changes to the Henoko facility
for «public interest» reasons connected to the risks involved in maintaining
the notorious Futenma air station. In the light of these facts, the GoJ an-
nounced that it would act in administrative subrogation and overrule the
prefectural government’s refusal and proceed with the application of the
Supreme Court Sentence. This was the first such case since the Go]J resort-
ed to execution by proxy to approve the use of local land for US military
bases on behalf of the prefectural government in 1996 [Mainichi 2023, 17
December].

3.3 «Succeeding where Abe did not»: the Fukushima N.1 wastewater issue and
the reversal of the post-3.11 energy policy

In contrast, the government’s decision in August 2023 to allow Tokyo Elec-
tric Power Company (TEPCO), Japan’s largest power utility and operator of
the disaster-hit Fukushima No. 1 nuclear plant, to discharge tritiated water
in the Pacific Ocean was met with only marginal opposition. In the year
before the decision, the Go] had contracted Japan’s top advertising agency,
Dentsi, to set up a € 7 million multimedia campaign to win over popular
scepticism about the safety of the operation and its possible effects on public
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health [Makiuchi 2023, 18 March]. This was a major part of the Fukushi-
ma No. 1 decommissioning process. The treated water discharge plan was
originally announced by the GoJ in April 2021 and it was later submitted
to the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) for a technical review.
The plan aims to gradually reduce the burden of the nearly 1.3 million
tons of radioactive water in tanks installed on the premises of the damaged
nuclear power plant by discharging it in the ocean in stages. Before being
discharged, the water is treated in a radioactive material removal facility
called the Advanced Liquid Processing System (ALPS), which removes the
majority of contaminants (such as caesium and strontium), but not tritium
[TEPCO 2015]. In 2021 TAEA Director General Rafael Grossi appointed a
Task Force of experts from several countries, including China, South Ko-
rea, Russia, France, the US and the UK, to evaluate the Japanese plan,
[TAEA 2023]. After a two-year-long review, in July 2023 the IAEA cleared
the wastewater discharge plan as having a «negligible radiological impact
on people and the environment» [IAEA 2023, iii]. Nevertheless, as IAEA
Director General Grossi specified in his preface to the IAEA final report,
the agency’s positive assessment of the tritiated water discharge plan did
not equate to an endorsement of Tokyo’s initiative or recommendation to
implement it [ibidem].

After receiving the green light from the IAEA, on 24 August TEPCO
proceeded with a first discharge of treated water, which was followed by
a second in October and a third in November [Yamaguchi 2023, 20 No-
vember]. In response, the PRC government imposed a formal ban on all
seafood imports from Japan [Murakami 2023], which was followed in Oc-
tober by an analogous measure by the Russian government [Reuters 2023,
16 October]. In spite of these restrictions, in 2023 Japanese food exports
totalled ¥ 1.45 trillion (nearly € 9 billion). In particular, exports of seafood
and sea products such as scallops and pearls to Hong Kong, which enjoys
relative trade autonomy from the mainland, surged by 86.9% and 92% re-
spectively over the previous year, largely making up for the plunge in PRC
sales [NHK News Web 2023, 28 October; Kato 2023, 8 November; Kyodo
2024, 30 January]. Domestically, professional associations in Japan (par-
ticularly fishermen) were critical of the decision [NHK News Web 2023, 22
August], citing among other factors the perception that the Go] had done
little to avoid economic damage resulting from the diffusion of misinforma-
tion and foreign government(s)-backed disinformation [Asahi Shinbun 2023,
20 August]. Nonetheless, Japanese media opinion polls showed that by the
end of August a majority of the Japanese public had «understood» the gov-
ernment’s decision [Nihon Keizai Shinbun 2023, 27 August]. TEPCO and the
Go] expect to continue discharging treated water for the next 30 years [Take
and Ishikawa 2023, 24 August].

Against this backdrop the GoJ will go ahead with plans to restart idled
nuclear power plants and to build new ones in place of those that are de-
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commissioned to help achieve its grand decarbonisation strategy (a cut in
carbon emissions of 46% by 2030 compared to the 2013 level), reversing a
cautious nuclear policy of more than a decade [Koyama 2022: 1-2; Reyn-
olds and Umekawa 2022, 22 December]. Despite his record low popularity,
on several longstanding issues, such as Japan’s post-3.11 energy policy and
defence posture, Kishida has in effect succeeded where his predecessor Abe
did not [Asahi Shinbun Seijibu 2023, 121-122].

4. The digital marshes of Japan’s «new capitalism»

When he emerged as leader of the LDP in autumn 2021, PM Kishida
pledged to work to amend the excesses of capitalism with «redistributive»
policies aimed at strengthening the middle class, favouring a massive re-
skilling of Japan’s working population and promoting digitalisation and
a green economy by launching his flagship «new capitalism» (atarashii shi-
honshugi) agenda. With hindsight, this pledge can be seen as an attempt to
rhetorically break away from late Abe Shinz6’s imprint and his «Abenomics»
economic strategy. As of today, however, the emergence of new business
models, labour relations and social arrangements pivoting around techno-
logical innovation remains unlikely due to structural and contingent ob-
stacles. Nonetheless, the Kishida administration has been able to pass a
series of redistributive measures such as wage increases, tax reductions and
subsidies despite doubts about their economic sustainability. On the other
hand, very little progress has been made on another item at the top of the
Go]J’s agenda: the digital transformation.

Despite Japan’s consolidated image as a technological superpower,
the country struggles to keep up with its Asian neighbours, in particular
the PRC [Suzuki 2021]. In fact, innovation and digitalisation have been top
priorities for the GoJ since the launch of the Society 5.0 initiative in 2015.
More recently, in the light of the emerging economic and techno-nationalist
priorities associated with Japan’s alignment with the US in US-China com-
petition [Park 2023], both the Suga and Kishida governments vowed to in-
vest in the semiconductor industry and accelerate the nationwide transition
to 5G communication technologies (and importantly to develop new sys-
tems that move beyond 5G/6G, such as open radio access networks). In the
context of the COVID-19 pandemic, former PM Suga Yoshihide launched
an ad hoc government agency, the Digital Agency (DA) [Kyodo News 2021,
1 September]. In fiscal year 2023, the Go] allocated ¥ 472 billion (€ 2.96
billion) to innovation and digitalisation [Kono 2023].

Moreover, investment surged in the attempt to revitalise the national
semiconductor industry to maintain an edge in the manufacturing sector,
with partnerships with key global actors, such as the Taiwan Semiconductor
Manufacturing Company (TSMC) [Tomoshige 2023]. Nonetheless, accord-
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ing to Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communications (MIAC) data, 5G
mobile traffic amounted to a mere 3-4% of total mobile traffic in the archi-
pelago, revealing Japan’s relative underdevelopment in comparison with
neighbouring South Korea and China [Horikoshi 2023].

However, the cornerstone of Japan’s digitalisation strategy was a na-
tional digital identity system called My Number, a 12-digit social security
and personal identification number. Particularly after the «digital defeat»
of 2020 [Yamamoto and Iversen 2024: 10], when the COVID-19 pandemic
highlighted the inadequacy of Japanese e-government, the GoJ made an
effort to promote the use of My Number. Starting in 2021 under the Suga
administration a series of legal measures were taken aimed, among other
things, at digitalising administrative procedures and providing integrated
services, such as issuing vaccination certifications, national qualifications
and residence permits [Go] DA 2023; Yamamoto and Iversen 2024]. In au-
tumn 2021, the DA started working on integrating the My Number Card
with national health insurance, and a year later Kono Tard, the minister
in charge of Japan’s digital transformation, announced the end of health
insurance card issuance, leading to a rapid increase in the number of My
Number Card users (amounting in 2023 to 60% of the total national popu-
lation) [Ninivaggi 2023, 21 August; 7okys Shinbun 2023, 7 December].

Despite continual efforts by the Kishida administration to push dig-
italisation ahead, the results have been below the government’s expecta-
tions. More specifically, since May 2023 continual glitches in the nation-
al digital identity system have been reported, which have prompted the
government to issue public excuses for mistaken user registrations and for
failing to associate personal data with user profiles. In addition to causing
major service disruptions for hundreds of hospital inpatients, the My Num-
ber system troubles dashed public confidence in government service digital-
isation and in the need — defended by Kono, among others — to accelerate
it [Okada 2023, 20 May]. In this regard, it is worth mentioning that in the
2023 World Digital Competitiveness Ranking compiled by the International
Institute for Management Development (IMD), Japan ranked 32nd among
64 economies for adoption and use of digital technologies for economic de-
velopment and modernisation of governance, sliding back three positions
from 2022 [IMD 2023].

5. Kishida’s political troubles

5.1. The Kihara incident

Despite the above mishaps, the LDP scored several key electoral victories,
induced in part by Kishida’s perceived foreign policy successes (a surprise
visit to Ukraine, a perceivably successful G7 summit in Kishida’s constituency
of Hiroshima and a conciliatory bilateral summit with South Korea’s Presi-
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dent Yoon Suk-yeol). In particular, the conservatives emerged triumphant in
the April 2023 round of local elections, securing absolute majorities of local
assembly seats in 41 of the 47 prefectures [Yomiuri Shinbun 2023, 10 April]
and six of the nine contested prefectural governorships, including that of
northernmost Hokkaidd, traditionally a stronghold of opposition parties
[McCurry 2023, 10 April]. A few days later, LDP candidates won by-elections
for lower and upper house seats in Yamaguchi, Chiba and Oita, capturing a
seat from the opposition and increasing LDP representation in the Diet by
one member [Nikkei Asia 2023, 24 April]. The spring 2023 electoral victories
reportedly reinforced Kishida’s impression that he had overcome the diffi-
culties of the previous year and he could possibly secure a second term as
LDP president in September 2024 [Asahi Shinbun Seijibu 2023: 123].

In this context, in the majority party the notion that the PM could use
his powers to dissolve the Lower House of the National Diet and capitalise
on his political successes gained momentum. A conspicuous LDP victory in
a snap election could help Kishida cement his leadership of the executive
and his party amidst factional competition. Moreover, according to observ-
ers, venting the possibility of a snap election no later than June, at the end
of the regular parliamentary session, was a political manoeuvre to avert the
opposition’s attention from the budget approval [1t6 2023, 8 May; Yomiuri
Shinbun 2023, 17 June]. Only later in June did Kishida deny the possibility
of an early dissolution of the Diet [Asahi Shinbun 2023, 15 June]. Nonethe-
less, the hypothesis that he could dissolve the Lower House and call a snap
election later in the autumn still loomed in the majority camp.

However, LDP dominance did not insulate the Kishida administration
from gaffes and internal strife. Troubles had already emerged in March,
ahead of the April elections, when the MIAC confirmed the authenticity of
internal records showing the Prime Minister’s Office (Kantei) had interfered
in the MIAC’s oversight of public broadcasting during former PM Abe’s ten-
ure. The case caused friction between Takaichi Sanae, Minister of Economic
Security and former Interior Minister, and the current MIAC leadership
[The Asahi Shimbun 2023, 3 March]. It was only in the summer, however, that
the cabinet’s approval rate fell dramatically to a record negative level; in ad-
dition to the abovementioned My Number system glitches, another scandal
compounded that fall. In July, the popular tabloid Shitkan Bunshun revealed
that Kishida’s top aide, Deputy Chief Cabinet Secretary Kihara Seiji, had
allegedly shielded his wife from police investigation and possibly detention,
in connection with the death of Yasuda Taneo, the woman’s former hus-
band. Yasuda had died in «mysterious circumstances» in 2006, having suf-
fered injury to the throat caused by a knife-like object. His death had been
dismissed as suicide related to Yasuda’s drug abuse [Shitkan Bunshun 2023, 5
July; Shimizu 2023, 9 July]. Furthermore, a first re-examination of the case
initiated in 2018 was abruptly interrupted by the police without providing
Yasuda’s family with satisfactory motivation [Nishiwaki 2023, 26 December].
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According to Bunshun, however, Kihara allegedly admitted that without his
protection and influence, his wife «<would now be detained» [Shitkan Bun-
shun 2023, 5 July].

After the Bunshun revelations, the Yasuda family requested the Tokyo
Metropolitan Police Department (TMPD) to reopen the case on the ground
that the man could have been killed by his then wife. In response, Kishi-
da’s top aide avoided meeting the press for several weeks and responded
to an opposition interrogation by denying in a written letter having had
any role in the Yasuda case. Concomitantly, he sued the tabloid for viola-
tions of human rights [Asahi Shinbun 2023, 24 July]. In October, in relation
to the Yasuda incident, the TMPD confirmed the lack of any evidence of
murder, prompting the Yasudas to appeal to the Public Prosecutor’s Office
[Nishiwaki 2023, 26 December]. Kihara’s modus operandi inevitably fuelled
speculation of the Deputy Chief Cabinet Secretary or the Prime Minister’s
Office having interfered in the TMPD investigation [T6kyé Shinbun 2023, 2
August].

Kihara, a University of Tokyo graduate and former Ministry of Fi-
nance bureaucrat turned politician, was considered to be PM Kishida’s
right-hand man and an «indispensab]e» policy advisor [Nemoto 2022, 15
January]. A Diet member since 2005, he had held various positions in the
Abe and Kishida governments, as parliamentary secretary and Vice Minister
of Foreign Affairs (2013-2016) — with Kishida as Foreign Minister (FM) —
and, more recently, advisor (hosakan) to the PM and Deputy Chief Cabinet
Secretary (since 2021). Significantly, in 2022, his name had already been
associated with the Unification Church (UC) after Bunshun revealed that he
had received support for re-election as MP from a UC-aftiliated organisa-
tion [Shitkan Bunshun 2022, 29 September].

5.2. Kishida’s weakness exposed.: the September 2023 cabinet reshuffle

Against this backdrop, on 13 September Kishida resorted to a cabinet re-
shuffle. Of the newly appointed 19 ministers, only six had previously served,
Chief Cabinet Secretary Matsuno Hirokazu, Minister of Finance Suzuki
Shun’ichi, Minister for the Economy, Trade, and Industry Nishimura Yasu-
toshi, Minister of Economic Security Takaichi Sanae and Ministry for Digital
Transformation Kono Tard, while 11 others were appointed for the first time.
In a show of inclusivity, the new cabinet also featured five women ministers, a
record since 2014. One of them, Kamikawa Y6ko, a former Justice Minister,
took over as FM replacing one of Kishida’s key allies, Hayashi Yoshimasa.
Hayashi, nonetheless, was a potential contender for the LDP presidency (see
below) and therefore the prime ministership. Concomitantly, Kihara Mino-
ru, a former Special Advisor to late PM Abe for national security, vice-secre-
tary general of the LDP national security committee and a senior member of
a pro-laiwan parliamentary association (Nikka giin kondankaz), was appointed
Defence Minister [NHK News Web 2023, 13 September].
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There are few doubts that the promotion of several «new faces» to
cabinet positions was aimed at reversing the government’s plummeting ap-
proval rate. However, in the Japanese political context cabinet reshuffles
usually have deeper implications. Most significantly, they are revealing of
the intraparty balance of power and of the influence of LDP factions on
the Prime Minister’s decisions. In a seminal 2012 essay, Ono pointed out
that, in the context of intraparty competition among different factions,
since the 1960s LDP leaders, with few exceptions, have tended to be rela-
tively weak and so to allocate more cabinet portfolios to opposing factions
as a form of «selective incentive» [Ono 2012: 13]. Mogaki [2023], among
others, argues that the PM attempted to solidify his leadership of the party
ahead of the 2024 LDP presidential election. In effect, noting the decline
in public support, Kishida needed to contain possible internal defections
and challenges, but at the same time he hardly succeeded in setting himself
free of Abe and LDP Vice-President Asd Tar6’s sway in the government’s
decision-making process. As the Japanese press noted, since the installa-
tion of the first Kishida cabinet in October 2021 a power-sharing arrange-
ment has emerged in the party and the Kishida administration, with Asd,
LDP Secretary General Motegi Toshimitsu and Kishida forming a sort of
«triumvirate» (santo seiji) [Sankei Shinbun 2022, 23 October]. Therefore, fol-
lowing Ono’s abovementioned interpretation, in this power structure the
PM would be the weakest link.

The September 2023 cabinet reshuffle seemed to confirm this
hypothesis. Four ministers were appointed from each of the LDP’s two
largest factions at the time, the Seiwa Seisaku Kenkyiikai (Seiwakai), also
known as the «Abe faction» given late PM Abe’s affiliation with the group,
and the Shikokai. The first of these, with its 98 MPs at the time, was led by
a collegial leadership including former Minister for the Economy, Trade,
and Industry and Abe Shinzd’s closest aide and friend Hagiuda Kaichi;
the second (56 MPs) has been led by LDP Vice-President Asd Tard since its
foundation in 2017. Three more were chosen from Motegi’s faction, the
Heisei Kenkyitikai (53 MPs), and only two posts were allotted to Kishida’s
own faction, the Kochikai (46 MPs). In concomitance with the new cabinet
appointments, Kishida moved on to promote former Minister of Agricul-
ture Moriyama Hiroshi and former Minister for the Economy, Trade, and
Industry Obuchi Yiiko as chairman of the Election Strategy Committee
and chairperson of the Party Organisation and Campaign Headquarters
respectively in an attempt to promote intraparty unity [Fujiwara 2023, 18
October]. Against this backdrop, scandal-hit Kihara Seiji, who had not
been affected by Kishida’s first cabinet reshuffle in August 2022, was
eventually sidelined from his role as deputy chief cabinet secretary and
«demoted» to a party role — LDP acting senior secretary-general (kanjicho
dairi) [INHK News Web 2023, 13 September; Yomiuri Shinbun 2023, 13 Sep-
tember].

76



Jaran 2023

5.3. The «purge» of the Abe faction and the LDP- Komeito frictions

Despite these attempts at rebuilding public confidence, in early December
the government and the LDP faced another political storm. In November
2023 after months of speculation incited by an article in Shinbun Akahata,
the Japanese Communist Party newspaper, Japanese media revealed that the
Tokyo District Public Prosecutor’s Office Special Investigation Department
(tokusobu) was investigating possible violations of Japan’s Political Funds Con-
trol Law. Evidence of financial misreporting by several LDP factions, par-
ticularly the Abe and Nikai factions, and even Kishida’s, had emerged. Ac-
cording to the prosecutors, in the period 2018-21 dozens of LDP lawmakers
had pocketed and distributed to fellow party members several hundreds of
millions of yen in kickbacks from the sale of tickets for fundraising parties.
Party tickets (pati-ken or pa-ken) are a common tool used by LDP lawmakers
in all the factions to raise funds from individuals and organisations bypassing
the national regulations on political financing. In practice, lawmakers receive
from their faction offices a number of tickets to sell to supporters and donors.
The price of a banquet ticket is set at ¥ 20,000 (the equivalent of circa € 125).
Organisers tend to arrange food and beverages only for a portion of the ticket
purchasers, as vouchers are merely surrogate donations. Ticket holders have
the chance to take part in banquets in the presence of high-ranking LDP offi-
cials and possibly lobby for favourable policies. According to the current reg-
ulations, contributions up to ¥ 20,000 are anonymous, while only those above
that threshold need to be reported with the donor’s name. Each faction es-
tablishes a sales target which is proportional to the individual member’s party
rank. In this scenario, LDP members who sell more tickets than others may
see their standing in their faction grow. In principle, surplus profits should
be returned to the party. However, as revealed by the Japanese media on the
basis of testimonies by former faction affiliates and secretaries, dozens of LDP
politicians appropriated funds with the acquiescence of faction accountants
and leaders, possibly to use them for campaigning purposes [Tokyo Shinbun
2023, 25 November; TBS News DIG 2023].

Fearing direct involvement in the investigation, Kishida claimed that
the misreporting was a «clerical» error, but announced his resignation as
chairman of the Kochikai in late November 2023 [Tokyo Shinbun 2023, 25
November]. After a series of self-incriminations by cabinet members such
as Minister for Regional Revitalisation Jimi Hanako and Minister for In-
ternal Affairs and Communication Suzuki Junji admitting to misreporting
donations and transfers of political funds, the LDP’s largest faction, the
Seiwakai, came under public scrutiny for alleged misconduct. Lawmakers
in this faction had reportedly withheld more than ¥ 100 million (approxi-
mately € 630,000) in undeclared political funds over five years. The chair
of the faction leadership committee, Shionoya Ry, went as far as to admit
that kickbacks had been taken by members of the faction, only to backtrack
a few hours later [‘Paken «kikkubakku» ichiji’ 2023].
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Among those accused of appropriating political funds illegally were
Chief Cabinet Secretary Matsuno and Minister for the Economy, Trade, and
Industry Nishimura. The scandal rapidly snowballed, leading to the resig-
nation in mid-December of Matsuno and all the cabinet members associat-
ed with the Abe faction, including Nishimura, MIAC’s Suzuki and Miyashita
Ichird, Minister of Agriculture [The Asahi Shimbun 2023, 12 December]. In
addition to cabinet members, prominent Abe faction leaders, namely LDP
Policy Research Council Chair Hagiuda Koéichi, Diet Affairs Committee
Chair Takagi Tsuyoshi and LDP Secretary-General in the House of Coun-
cillors Seko Hiroshige also resigned from their party roles. The news came
out only a few days before prosecutors raided the Abe and Nikai factions’
offices. Meanwhile, the total sum allegedly pocketed by members of the
Abe faction skyrocketed to ¥ 500 million (around € 3.1 million) [NHK News
Web 2023, 19 December]. Against this backdrop, LDP-Abe faction officials
pledged full cooperation with the authorities while opposition lawmakers,
who had grilled their majority counterparts on the issue for weeks, urged
the government and LDP to provide the public with clear explanations.
Constitutional Democratic Party (CDP) leader Izumi Kenta publicly request-
ed the PM to «take responsibility» for the scandal, stressing that «public crit-
icism was inevitable». Later in December, the four ousted cabinet members
and LDP leaders asked to be heard by the Prosecutor’s Office on the matter
[NHK News Web 2023, 21 December].

At any rate, this wave of resignations led to a fresh cabinet reshuffle,
which notably resulted in re-appointment of Hayashi Yoshimasa to the key
post of Chief Cabinet Secretary, succeeding Matsuno. A prominent member
of the Kishida faction and heir to a political dynasty, Hayashi, 62, enjoys a
strong reputation as a bright policymaker and straightforward communica-
tor, the ideal person to favour a reorganisation of the political system after
the kickback scandal [NHK News Web 2023, 13 December]. Interestingly,
Hayashi was not the first choice for the post. In fact, he had been ousted
from government in September, reportedly due to an internal power strug-
gle with Kishida [Hokkaido Shinbun 2023, 2 November]. Not surprisingly,
the Asahi Shinbun revealed that former Defence Minister Hamada Yasu-
kazu, an LDP lawmaker with no ties to any faction, had been approached
by the PM’s staff before Hayashi, but had declined the offer [Asahi Shinbun
2023, 13 December]. Nonetheless, the most visible result of the kickback
scandal was a slide in the cabinet’s approval rate to a new historic low, forc-
ing Kishida to further rethink internal party arrangements and possibly
prompting fresh intraparty competition.

In addition, the LDP kickback scandal seemed to be increasing the
political friction between the LDP and its junior coalition ally, the Ko-
meitd (NKP). Following the above-mentioned events, party Vice-President
Kitagawa Kazuo expressed criticism of the LDP and demanded a discus-
sion on the role of factions in Japan’s largest party and measures to pre-
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vent the recurrence of similar scandals [Asahi Shinbun 2023, 13 December].
Difficulties in the LDP-NKP coalition emerged in late May, when the NKP
announced its intention to field a candidate in one of the ten new elector-
al districts created in view of the 2025 Lower House elections. Against a
backdrop of disaffection among the electorate and the rise of local oppo-
sition by Nippon Ishin in the Osaka and Hyogo constituencies, the NKP
identified the newly established Tokyo 28" District (East Nerima) as the
key district in their election strategy. LDP officials, however, opposed the
plan. In response, NKP Secretary-General Ishii Keiichi declared that the
party would not endorse any LDP candidate in single-seat districts in Tokyo
[Nobira 2023, 26 May]. Consequently, relations between the two coalition
partners froze [Nihon Keizai Shinbun 2023, 14 August]. Eventually, the two
parties reconsidered their respective veto positions and signed an election
cooperation agreement in early September [Kuniyoshi 2023, 4 September].

Later, in mid-November, the third and most influential president
of Soka Gakkai (the NKP’s religious parent organisation), Ikeda Daisaku,
passed away, leaving an important legacy in Japan’s religious and political
life. As Sakurai Yoshihide states [2023, 15 December], Ikeda had special
influence on the religious group and the NKP, but died at 95 without clearly
designating a successor. This factor, combined with changes in the social
and age composition of the Soka Gakkai followers (around 8.3 million peo-
ple, many of whom were second- or even third-generation believers), will
possibly contribute to a continuing shrinking of the NKP’s support base,
reducing its attractiveness as a coalition partner in the eyes of LDP officials.

6. Leaving Abenomics behind?

In the context of the pandemic receding in February 2023, the Kishida ad-
ministration proceeded with the nomination of a new Bank of Japan (Bo]J)
Governor who would take over from Kuroda Haruhiko, the longest serving
BoJ Chief in Japan’s post war history. It did this amidst widespread public
preoccupation about the state of Japanese public finances [Nakamura et al.
2022], and more broadly the Japanese economy. According to a Nikkei-To-
kyo University opinion poll, «restoring a positive business climate» (keiki
kaifuku) topped the list of policy priorities for the Japanese public [Nihon
Keizai Shimbun 2023, 26 February].

After Deputy Governor Amamiya Masayoshi refused to take on the
role, Kishida’s choice fell on the economist Ueda Kazuo. The main chal-
lenge facing Ueda was to gradually put an end to the 10-year-old expansion-
ary monetary policy, a major pillar of the GoJ-BoJ Abenomics strategy since
2013 and revive cooperation between the central bank and the government
on price stabilisation [Onozawa 2023, 11 February]. In particular, before his
installation as BoJ Governor, Ueda signalled his intention to depart from
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the Abenomics era policies and review the yield curve control (YCC) (i.e. ac-
quiring an unlimited quantity of long-term government bonds while setting
limits to the oscillation of interest rates) and eventually phase it out by the
end of 2023 [Hedder 2023, 8 November]. Combined with exogenous fac-
tors related to a global recovery in demand and economic activity after the
lifting of COVID-19-related restrictions, supply chain disruptions and the
economic effects of the Russia-Ukraine conflict, the measure put in place by
former Bo] Governor Kuroda has resulted in a historic domestic inflation
rate increase [Buss et al. 2023; Thorbecke 2024; Ueda 2023: 4].

The end of the remaining COVID-19-related restrictions had a pos-
itive impact on the public perception of the business climate in the world’s
third/fourth largest economy (the depreciation of the yen allowed Germany
to surpass Japan in nominal GDP terms by the end of the year). According
to the Cabinet Office’s monthly «Economy Watchers» survey, the average
diffusion index (DI)! rose to 52.0 in February, two points above the 50-point
threshold and 3.5-points more than the previous month [Go] Cabinet Office
2023a]. Among the factors contributing to this phenomenon was a slight
growth in domestic demand following the end of restrictions on events and
concerts, an increase of inbound tourism and new investments in the man-
ufacturing sector. In the context of the 2022-23 economic rebound, major
listed Japanese companies reported record earnings, encouraged by strong
performances by the automotive and service industries [Matsuo 2023, 15
September; The Japan News 2023, 27 November].

In this economic conjuncture, in a major shift from the era of pro-
longed deflation since the mid-1990s, prices also rose. Since June 2022,
core inflation in Japan has been on the rise well above the GoJ and BoJ’s
expectations, reaching a record 3.8% in December 2022 and then stabilising
in the 2.8-3.2% range throughout 2023. In response to soaring consumer
prices, in early 2022 the Go]J introduced specific measures to control fuel
prices and a year later established a subsidy programme to reduce energy
and gas bills [Kyodo News 2023, 24 October]. In addition, several companies
gave in to continuing government lobbying and announced wage increas-
es. Since the first half of 2023, several big companies — such as Fast Retail,
owner of the Uniglo apparel brand, the gaming company Nintendo, the
beverage giant Suntory, Canon, and the world’s largest carmaker, Toyota,
announced considerable pay rises in 2023. Particularly relevant was that by

1. The DI is an aggregative statistical tool measuring the degree of propagation
of economic expansion and the proportion of single improving (or receding) compo-
nent indicators. The DI takes values from 0 to +100. A threshold value is established
at 50. Specifically, in this case, the survey’s aim is to monitor consumers and business
confidence or lack thereof in the local and national economy. A perceived improve-
ment or stability of the economic situation is attributed to values from +0.5 to +1.
Decline is instead assessed as 0. The survey participants are household members,
workers and business operators.
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Toyota, which surprisingly decided on the highest wage hike in decades for
nearly 70 thousand workers [Inagaki 2023, 28 March]. Furthermore, the
traditional spring wage negotiations (shuntd), which kicked off in February
2023, led to a base pay increase of 2.1% and the headline wage growth was
up by 3.58% on the previous year, the highest since the early 1990s [Buss et
al. 2023]. According to Bloomberg data, nominal wages in fact increased in
2023 by 1.2% over the previous year [Yokoyama 2023, 7 November].

Nonetheless, wage increases have not been on a par with the rise in
consumer prices. With food prices up by more than 8.5% on the previous
month in September and service prices generally rising due to wage increas-
es, Japanese consumers’ purchasing power contracted and, as a result, so
did consumer spending [Thorbecke 2024].

Despite relative price stabilisation in the second half of 2023, the Bo]
still considered the trend too feeble to proceed with a policy change, given
the permanence of economic ‘uncertainties’ both domestically and abroad
(rising import prices and inflation, a weakening yen, rising US and euro-
zone bond interest rates) [Ueda 2023: 6]. In an address to the Keidanren,
Japan’s main big business federation, Governor Ueda pledged to continue
with monetary easing unless the «virtuous cycle between prices and wages
intensifies» favouring price stability at 2% «in a sustainable and stable man-
ner» [Ueda 2023: 6]. Therefore, by December 2023, no significant change
in the decade-long Bo] negative interest rate policy had materialised.

Naturally, the economic trends had an impact on government initia-
tives. In October 2023, the GoJ announced its intention to phase out petrol
subsidies and halve its support for utility bills [Kyodo News 2023, 24 October;
Nikkei Asia 2023, 29 November]. Later in November, the Diet approved a ¥
13 trillion supplementary budget to tackle inflation. The package included
a ¥ 70,000 (around € 440) allowance for low-income families, energy bill
subsidies and a one-year income tax cut (slightly more than € 250 for citi-
zens and permanent residents). Despite political convergences during the
vote in both houses of the Diet between the LDP-NKP majority and factions
in the opposition, concerns about the long-term effects of Kishida’s eco-
nomic stimulus and its negative impact on Japan’s public debt grew. Of the
¥ 13 trillion, 8.8 would in fact be financed with government bonds [Nikkei
Asia 2023, 29 November]. This decision had natural consequences on the
public’s perception of the economy measured by the DI, and on the gov-
ernment’s already precarious approval rate. In effect, triangulating Cabinet
Office data on the DI trend with major opinion polls monitoring the ad-
ministration’s support rates, it is possible to identify a correlation between
the two indicators [Go] Cabinet Office 2023b; GoJ Cabinet Office 2023c;
Nihon Keizai Shinbun 2023, 18 December]. Both peaked between April and
May, coinciding with Japan’s international exposure during the G7-related
ministerial and summit meetings (see infra). However, while the DI gradual-
ly decreased and stabilised around the 50-point baseline in the second half
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of 2023, the cabinet’s support rate rapidly fell below 40% in June, to end at
26% in December (see the graph below).

DI vs Cabinet Support Rate (%)in 2023
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Elaborated by Marco Zappa based on GoJ Cabinet Office 2023b, 2023c and Nikkei 2023.

7. Demography and immigration challenges

In the light of the above, current and future economic policymaking will
need to consider structural changes in Japanese society. First, Japan’s cur-
rent demographic trends point to a 30% population decrease by 2070 [Na-
tional Institute of Population and Social Security Research 2023b]. Accord-
ing to official figures, in 2023 the number of births fell below the 800,000
threshold, a 5.1% decrease on the previous year. Faced with an increasingly
greying population (the proportion of over-65s is 29.1%) [‘Oiru Nihon: jo-
sei’ 2023], the GoJ has launched a series of measures to prevent labour
shortages and revert Japan’s declining birth rate.

Concerning the first item, in May 2023 the Go]J issued reform
guidelines highlighting the need to promote measures aimed at (a) expand-
ing the workforce by integrating different worker demographics, particu-
larly skilled and non-skilled foreign labourers; (b) adjusting the domestic
workforce to the emerging demand for new skills in the digital and green
sectors; (c) promoting equality among workers, overcoming differences be-
tween standard and non-standard employees. In this sense, future labour
reforms should be centred around reskilling and upskilling Japanese work-
ers, inter-company mobility and job-based employment [Zou 2023].
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In addition, the GoJ pledged to increase its social security spending
in the area of childbirth and childcare allowances [Go] MOF 2022]. To bet-
ter coordinate the response to the key issue of the nation’s demographic
crisis, based on a June 2022 act, the Kishida administration introduced a
new government agency, the Children and Families Agency (Kodomo Katei
Cho, CFA hereafter), and increased the lump sum allocation for childbirth
and daily care to help families with children. On the one hand, establishing
the CFA was a further addition to the political legacy of the embattled PM
Kishida. More specifically, its instalment under the Kantei’s jurisdiction was
a move to streamline planning and decision-making processes related to
reversing the country’s low birthrate, the fight against child poverty and
abuse, and other family-related issues. After Ogura Masanobu’s brief ten-
ure as minister in charge of the CFA, since the September 2023 cabinet
reshuffle the post has been held by Katoé Ayuko, daughter of a former LDP
secretary-general, Kato Koichi (1995-98), and a former secretary to LDP
lawmaker Noda Seiko.> On the other hand, the above economic measures
were quickly dismissed as ineffective against the hindrances to childcare
and other issues related to child welfare [Iwamoto 2023, 3 April]. In addi-
tion, they were deemed inadequate against female income precarity and the
lack of day care facilities in large urban areas, and neither did they include
«non-traditional» couples in their scope [Piser 2023, 23 October].

Related to the previous point are a series of changes to the country’s
immigration policies. The numbers of foreign residents and workers in Ja-
pan climbed up to historic record levels in 2023, with the former at 3.2
million and the latter at slightly more than 2 million [Nihon Keizai Shinbun
2023, 13 October; Shinozaki 2024, 26 January]. The end of COVID-19-re-
lated restrictions played an important role but steps taken by the GoJ par-
tially contributed to this result. Considering the country’s growing work-
force demand, in 2023 Tokyo approved expansion of the scope of the
Specified Skilled Worker (SSW) system. The SSW system is a programme
launched in 2019 to tackle skilled labour shortages in specific sectors of the
Japanese economy ranging from nursing, fisheries and agriculture to con-
struction, building cleaning, car repair and maintenance, and shipbuilding.
The system involves two visa types: (a) Type 1: a five-year limit visa with no
possibility for the visa holder to bring his/her family, and (b) Type 2: an un-
limited visa with the possibility to bring the family for foreign workers with
more proficient skills in those specific industries [Go] MOFA n.d.]. In the
light of government data forecasting a need for nearly seven million foreign
workers by 2040 to keep up with Japan’s current economic output targets,

2. Noda competed against Kishida for the LDP presidency in 2021. She ran on
a platform that highlighted the need for urgent measures to tackle the demographic
crisis. Between October 2021 and August 2022, she was the Minister in charge of
child affairs and was responsible for the CFA Establishment Act, which was passed by
the Diet in June 2022.
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the SSW has offered thousands of lower skilled foreign workers a pathway
to permanent residence in Japan, but several restrictions, such as exams
and a Japanese language proficiency requirement, are still in place. As a
result, as opposed to the soaring number of type 1 SSW visa holders since
its inception in 2019 (more than 173,000 people, with an increase of 40,000
on the previous year), only 12 people (7 from the PRC and 5 from Vietnam)
received a type 2 SSW visa, as per data from June 2023 [GoJ Immigration
Service Agency 2023; Nihon Keizair Shinbun 2023, 13 October; Rehm 2023].

Furthermore, in November 2023, the Go] announced a halt to the in-
famous Technical Intern Training Programme (TTTP, Gino jisshii seido) and
the introduction of the Training and Employment Programme (lkusei shiiré
seido, authors’ translation) in its place. With the introduction of the new pro-
gramme, the GoJ pledged to reduce the economic and financial burden on
interns in coordination with host firms, to link the new programme with the
SSW and to increase the attractiveness of the programme in an economic
context characterised by inflation and a weak yen [NHK News Web 2023, 24
November]. The TITP has been repeatedly criticised over the years both
domestically and internationally for being a smokescreen for human traf-
ficking [U.S. Department of State 2023]. On top of the labour-intensive
and sector-specific SSW system, the GoJ continued to look for foreign talent
with highly specialized skills, including recent graduates of highly ranked
academic institutions, under the J-Skip and J-Find visas, respectively, but
with mixed results.

Concomitantly, amendments to the current Law on immigration and
refugees introduced new rules authorising deportation for asylum seekers
whose application has been turned down twice [Tian 2023]. These pieces
of legislation were criticised by opposition parties, academics and activists
both in Japan and abroad for heightening the risk that applicants could
be returned to their countries of origin in a situation that their livelihoods
are threatened, infringing international human rights and the principle of
non-refoulement [Kasai 2023]. Given, on the one hand, the political sensi-
tivity of the issue, in particular for the LDP right wing and the conservative
part of public opinion and, on the other, growing pressure from the business
community aimed at favouring the arrival of needed foreign workers, it is
likely that policies in this domain will continue to be low-profile but incre-
mental as they have been for the last decade [Higuchi 2023].

8. Japan’s diplomatic and security strategy in 2023: building minilateral
ententes to negotiate from a position of strength
Moving on to diplomacy and security, the year under review saw strate-

gic outreaches by the Japanese government, from its immediate East Asian
neighbours all the way to European players, along the lines described in
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earlier articles [e.g. Wallace and Pugliese 2023]. Minilateral diplomacy
aimed at purposeful multi-layered security ententes, often on an ad hoc ba-
sis, worked in lockstep with the US government’s regional efforts. The aim
was to balance China militarily, counter its regional and global diplomatic
and economic influence, and do so «by taking full advantage of comprehen-
sive national power, including diplomatic, defence, economic, technologi-
cal, and intelligence/information capabilities» [‘Kokka anzen hoshd senrya-
ku’ 2022, p.4].

Recent scholarship has highlighted the revolutionary quality of Ja-
pan’s 2022 strategic documents for its security and defence posture, in co-
ordination with Washington [Hughes 2024; Teraoka and Sahashi 2024].
Aside from China balancing, a much less appreciated aim was to cage in
the resurfacing of US unilateral and insular instincts, which were evident
in the first Trump administration, with a set of deepened, routinised and
institutionalised alignments with US allies and partners. More importantly,
the Japanese government was clearly prioritising the geopolitics of the first
island chain, and first and foremost the preservation of the status quo across
the Taiwan Strait.

Specifically, 2023 witnessed three noteworthy developments: a) a bol-
stered US-Japan alliance and parallel changes in Japan’s force posture, sug-
gesting Japan’s support for Taiwan’s security; b) a resumption of bilateral
summit diplomacy with the Republic of Korea (ROK), and the unveiling
of an ambitious US-Japan-ROK minilateral with security implications that
go beyond the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea’s nuclear and, espe-
cially, missile stance and extend to the first island chain (with Taiwan front
and centre); and c) a set of multi-layered security ententes between Japan
and «like-minded» European players, starting with NATO and its biggest
member states, one that allowed a joint response to China and deepening
security and defence technology partnerships, with potential implications
for a Taiwan contingency scenario. Therefore, apart from Japan’s rearma-
ment and a bolstered US-Japan alliance, 2023 saw successful US-led efforts
to deepen networked modular security ententes, not just in the Asia-Pacific
hub-and-spokes alliance system [Dian & Meijer 2020] but also through ac-
tive contributions by US allies in Europe.

The Japanese and US governments acted in the conviction that Chi-
nese policymakers respected strength, and diplomacy was necessary to avoid
conflict. In 2023 the Japanese government resumed dialogue with the PRC,
by promoting confidence-building measures such as a hotline between their
defence authorities [Ministry of Defense 2023]. This ran in parallel with the
US-China diplomatic activism witnessed in the course of the same year. The
year under review also witnessed economic competition, and techno-eco-
nomic containment, walking hand-in-hand with a degree of engagement,
specifically economic measures aimed at stifling China’s technological
catch-up and competing with its regional influence. In short, the Japanese
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and especially the US governments were able to gradually change the se-
curity and economic environment around China to influence its behaviour.
Given space limitations, this article concentrates on developments in tradi-
tional security with a focus on Japan’s immediate neighbourhood and active
cajoling, by both the US and Japan, of Europe’s security engagement. The
next section explores these dynamics, and it does so by highlighting the
relational and contextual factors behind Japan’s foreign and security policy.
No country is an island, after all, not even an island country.

9. Caging China with US-blessed diplomatic resets and deepening security
ententes

Prima facie, Sino-Japanese relations in 2023 continued to register acrimony
and tension, arguably also in the light of Japan’s moves on Taiwan. After
all, the Japanese government coupled its security embrace of Taiwan with
diplomatic rhetoric — as was recounted in last year’s review [Wallace and
Pugliese 2023, p.88] — that suggested ambiguity over its previously strongly
stated «One China» policy. Multiple foreign diplomats suggested to one of
the authors that Japanese government officials insisted that Japan never
spelt out its «One China» policy, hence their insistence on specific ambigu-
ous wording in recent G7 documents [Foreign diplomats, interviews, 2022
& 2023]. This narrative is, however, a simplification, as the section devoted
to Taiwan will show (see Section 10). In this context, then, it is best to un-
derstand China’s ambiguous signalling concerning Okinawa during 2023.
Moreover, the Chinese government’s decision to ban imports of all
fishery products because of the release of treated wastewater from the Fuku-
shima nuclear plant, which started in August 2023, went hand in hand with
a spread of misinformation and disinformation seemingly backed by, if not
the Central Propaganda Department, portions of the Chinese party-state
apparatus [The New York Times 2023, 31 August; Yomiuri Shinbun 2023, 14
July]. While ultimate evidence is hard to garner, some Chinese agencies
might have targeted both domestic and foreign audiences, including Japa-
nese ones, to sow doubt, a notable evolution in Chinese propaganda aims
and means. However, the messages from Beijing were mixed and evolving,
suggesting a potential split in the government and hinting at a potential
resolution in the near future. Chinese government officials brought up the
dumping of treated nuclear wastewater in multilateral bodies, such as the
UN Human Rights Council and the International Atomic Energy Agency
[Xinhua 2023, 15 September; The State Council Information Office 2023].
Chinese representatives, nonetheless, avoided criticising Japan at the end
of the year, especially at the bilateral or trilateral level with South Korea
[Asahi Shinbun 2023, 26 November]. Moreover, on 15 August, the day as-
sociated with the end of Japan’s war of aggression and empire, a lack of
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victimisation narratives in authoritative Chinese legacy media, such as the
People’s Daily, suggested the Chinese government was willing to gradual-
ly rebuild its relationship with its neighbour. In short, the road was being
paved for a timid tactical détente that would parallel the stabilisation of
US-China relations at the summit level. In terms of diplomatic visits and
summit diplomacy, however, policymakers in Beijing clearly prioritised the
stabilisation of US-China relations over those with Japan and South Korea.

Aside from power politics, the resumption of diplomatic engagement
in 2023 was for a variety of reasons. US-China diplomacy — already set in mo-
tion at the end of 2022 with the Xi-Biden bilateral on the fringes of the G20
summit in Indonesia — was held ransom by bilateral politicisation, spirals of
mistrust and especially intra-US polarisation, all of which were evident in
the February 2023 spy balloon brouhaha [Heer 2023]. Willingness on both
sides of the Pacific Ocean to stabilise relations was probably connected with
tense cross-strait relations and the looming January 2024 presidential and
legislative elections on the self-governed island. Still, China’s grappling with
political and economic headaches throughout the year probably hastened
momentum towards the stabilisation of US-China and, to a lesser extent, Ja-
pan-China relations. The rapid (and opaque) dismissal of the newly appoint-
ed Ministers of Foreign Affairs and of Defence, and a series of purges of past
and current top brass of the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) Rocket Force,
testified that not all was politically stable in Xi’s China. Economy-wise, the
worsening geopolitical environment compounded the malfunctioning of two
of the three Chinese engines of growth: investments and domestic consump-
tion (the other engine being exports). Diminishing investments, especially
foreign direct investment (FDI), were a by-product of US-China strategic
rivalry, along with Xi’s policies that prized «security», regime stability and
therefore Communist Party of China-led «control» over economic perfor-
mance. These policies were exemplified by the revised Counter-Espionage
Law of April 2023 [Menegazzi 2024] and arbitrary enforcement of domestic
legislation, including the imposition of exit bans on local and potentially
foreign businessmen [Financial Times 2023, 25 September].

Certainly, China still attracted capital inflows in its high-tech sector,
especially its electric automobile industry, and retained substantial invest-
ment stocks thanks to its market scale and demonstrated ability to climb
up international value chains notwithstanding US-led tech curbs [Finan-
cial Times 2023, 6 February]. Nevertheless, FDI inflows into China in 2023
slumped to US$ 33 billion, a roughly 80% decrease relative to the previous
year [Bloomberg 2024, 18 February]. More poignantly, this was the lowest
figure since 1993, when economic globalisation re-embraced China, and
following Deng Xiaoping’s 1992 Southern Tour that confirmed and rein-
forced China’s «Reform and Opening Up» economic policies. Moreover,
patterns of new foreign investment in China suggested that it aimed at the
Chinese market rather than (re-)exporting. Earlier economics-led globali-
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sation had given way to (geo)political «de-risking» and widening economic
balkanisation. According to official statistics, Japanese companies «added
the least amount of net new money in 2023 in at least a decade, with only
2.2% of new Japanese overseas investment going to China. That was less
than what was channelled into Vietnam or India, and only about a quarter
of the investment into Australia» [Bloomberg 2024, 18 February]. Poor re-
turns on capital, given low interest rates in China, were just one part of the
reason behind the plunge in FDI inflows in the People’s Republic. At the
same time, the imposition of barriers and domestic controls suggested that
profits made in the Mainland were reinvested there — hinting at a progres-
sive insulation of foreign business activities in China from global ones.

Moreover, the prolonged real estate crisis and slack labour market
sapped the second engine of growth, consumer confidence. Nonetheless,
current account surpluses, pre-existent investment stocks and mid-year
budget expansion suggested China’s GDP grew in 2023 by roughly 5.2%,
although these official figures were disputed by economists, with projections
as low as 1.8% growth [Financial Times 2024, 6 February]. In fact, authorita-
tive China watchers suggested as low as no growth altogether, a factor that
might even lead to substantial political instability in the People’s Republic.

Apart from Chinese policymakers’ willingness to soothe the coun-
try’s economic woes and to buttress regime stability, the most salient driver
behind a degree of stabilisation was the Biden administration’s successful
revival of a multi-layered network of ad hoc coalitions of variable and mod-
ular geometry. While retaining some of the Trump administration’s unilat-
eralism, notably in economic policy, its successor more actively cajoled and
leveraged allies and partners for «integrated deterrence», with specific em-
phasis on regional counterparts. Security-focused minilaterals thus func-
tioned as «force multipliers» and aimed at balancing and containing China,
to negotiate with Beijing «from a position/situation of strength», as per
the thinking of the Biden’s National Security Council [The White House
2022]. This policy was not unlike Japan’s tested logic in dealing with China,
at least since the advent of Abe Shinzo, and one that was publicly appro-
priated by Kishida [Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan 2023a]. In fact,
the key strategist behind much of Biden’s «China» (or, rather, Asia) poli-
¢y, Coordinator for the Indo-Pacific at the National Security Council Kurt
Campbell, who had crafted the Obama administration’s «Pivot to Asia» and
who was nominated as Deputy Secretary of State in the Autumn of 2023,
embodied the logic of power politics-based diplomatic stabilization. At any
rate, important portions of such policies qualified as a consensus matured
over years by the deeply networked US-Japan security policy community
[Bochorodycz 2023].

Thus, military exercises at the bilateral and minilateral levels went
hand in hand with deepening strategic partnerships with Asian (and ex-
tra-regional) actors and the pursuit of greater intelligence sharing, co-man-
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agement, interoperability, access to respective military bases (and logistical
support) and modernisation of armed forces. Against this backdrop, the
US-Japan alliance defined US power projection, which emerged as the
main instrument of deterrence in the Asia-Pacific. This process — which had
been set in motion ahead of Obama’s «Pivot», already by 2005-06 under the
George W. Bush administration [Silove 2016] — now acquired more distinc-
tive power political qualities. The marked geopolitical turn of these partner-
ships was a byproduct of a shift in favour of a «Strategy of Denial», as per
the thinking of then US Deputy Assistant Secretary of Defense for Strategy
and Force Development Elbridge Colby, a key Trump administration pol-
icymaker. According to the penholder of the 2018 US National Defense
Strategy, the US had to double its efforts at balancing China, enlist US allies
and partners across the first island chain to buttress deterrence capabilities
towards the People’s Republic — including in Taiwan and Southeast Asia
— and avoid a potentially domino-like process of subordination to Beijing
[Colby 2021].

For instance, in 2023 the force posture and military doctrine changes
in Japan, specific to Taiwan (see below), proceeded along with increases of
US basing rights in the Philippines and trilateral military cooperation with
Manila, with a Japan-Philippines reciprocal access agreement on the hori-
zon. Moreover, the US government was providing Taiwan with weapons,
training and ways to bolster resilience along with its new-found emphasis
on asymmetric deterrence along the first island chain, while eliciting coali-
tion-building with and among third parties there. Direct testimonies from
the US Department of Defense suggested active US cajoling for European
security contributions to Taiwan, notably with training in cyber defence, hu-
manitarian assistance/disaster relief (HA/DR, where preparedness for natu-
ral disasters is fungible for «<man-made» disasters too), civil defence, arms
and/or components sales and deployments across the Taiwan Strait. Also
advocated was a revival of the local defence industrial base to provide logis-
tical support and ammunition — even just indirectly so, via triangulation — in
the event of a contingency [US Department of Defense officials, Interviews,
Washington DC, 6 February 2024]. Growing European political and security
engagement in the region in 2023 and 2024 testified to this logic and to a
successful US-led push [Pugliese 2024], as the rest of the review will suggest.
But the most consequential development was in the US-Japan-Taiwan link.

10. Drivers behind Japan’s embrace of Taiwan
As was recounted in reviews in previous years, the Japanese government
has stepped up its game on Taiwan in recent years. It has worked in lock-

step with the United States and «like-minded» players to enlarge the
self-governing island’s international space through initiatives such as the
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Global Cooperation and Training Framework, and likely favoured Diet
members’ diplomacy there, with as many as 120 Diet members visiting
the island in 2023, while less than ten visited China [Taiper Times 2024,
4 March]. Moreover, the Go] provided public goods such as vaccines and
highlighted the importance of peace and stability across the Taiwan Strait,
for example during the 2023 G7 summit in Hiroshima. Apart from deep
historical ties [Pelaggi 2022, Ch.3], shared democratic values and sustained
people-to-people contacts, Taiwan is Japan’s third largest trading partner
for both exports and imports (after China and the US), and is Japan’s most
important semiconductor supplier by a wide margin [Taipei Times 2023, 10
April]. Therefore, also in the light of the deterioration in Sino-Japanese
and cross-strait relations, the Japanese government has raised its engage-
ment with Taiwan [Zakowski 2023].

From a geopolitical standpoint, Japan and the US benefit from the
preservation of the status quo across the Taiwan Strait because it bottles up
China’s advance into the seas around the first island chain and facilitates
tracking of Chinese military assets venturing beyond it, including inter-
continental ballistic missiles, ships and submarines [Morimoto and Ohara
2022, i-vi]. In fact, Japan has been discreetly overhauling its security regime
and force posture to preserve a certain balance of military power, even just
asymmetrically, to deter Chinese aggression. Japanese December 2022 stra-
tegic documents and joint statements by Japan and the US in 2023 suggest
that the transpacific allies were working in lockstep in the security domain.

There is broad continuity and a modicum of consistency behind Ja-
pan’s moves, but this review emphasises a change in Japan’s posture — a
change that is often under-appreciated, with limited exceptions [Fatton
2024]. Tokyo’s ambiguous «One China» framework «recognizes the Govern-
ment of the People’s Republic of China as the sole legal Government of Chi-
na» [Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan 1972], but some scholars argue that
the Japanese government has de facto followed a «Tio Chinas» policy with its
sustained informal relations with the Republic of China, Taiwan [Liff 2022;
Matsuda 2023]. This is also the version quietly stated by Japanese diplomats
in recent years. It has been especially salient since the late 2010s. In the
authors’ opinion, however, this stance is a more recent political construct
aimed at opening up space for the self-governed island, and one that feeds
Chinese insecurity. Certainly, according to the 1972 joint communique that
was signed when Japan established diplomatic relations with the People’s
Republic of China, Tokyo «fully understands and respects [Beijing’s] stand»
[Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan 1972]. This language is typical of the
ambiguity embedded in many countries’ «One China» policies.

However, Tokyo wanted to reassure Beijing back in 1972. Chinese
policymakers proposed a gentlemen’s agreement during negotiations to
normalize relations with Japan. According to Beijing’s suggestions, the Jap-
anese government would have acknowledged that «Taiwan is the territory
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of the People’s Republic of China and the liberation of Taiwan is a domestic
issue for China», so much so that Tokyo would have expected China’s «due
consideration» of Japanese economic interests there «when Taiwan is liber-
ated» [Tacit Agreement between the Government of the People’s Republic
of China and the Government of Japan 1972].% Instead, Tokyo refused to
craft such a secret document, but conceded to an oral statement concerning
«Japan-Taiwan relations in the context of the normalization of Japan-China
relations», according to which the Japanese government refutes the exis-
tence of «Two Chinas» and has no intention of supporting «Taiwan’s inde-
pendence movement» [Inoue 2011, 535]. This statement was made right
ahead of the signature of the aforementioned joint communique by then
Foreign Minister Ohira Masayoshi, the key political negotiator and one of
Japan’s most elaborate and visionary politicians, especially on foreign policy
matters [Zappa 2022].

In short, «the issue of confrontation between the government of the
People’s Republic of China and Taiwan is basically (italics added) a China
domestic matter»,* as per Ohira’s response (taben) to a Diet interpellation,
a de facto policy.

This basic principle, however, ceases to exist when force is used on
Japan’s doorstep. This was mentioned in testimony by one of the key dip-
lomats behind the Japan-China diplomatic negotiations in 1972 [Kuriyama
1999]. Certainly, the importance of peace and security in Japan’s immediate
neighbourhood was spelt out, among other documents, in the Treaty of Mu-
tual Cooperation and Security between the US and Japan — specifically Art.
VI - and reinforced in the 1969 Nixon-Satd joint communique. Moreover,
international lawyers have argued that «attempts to solve the problem of
Taiwan otherwise than by peaceful means must now constitute a situation
‘likely to endanger the maintenance of international peace and security’
under Article 33 of the [UN] Charter. Although the PRC denies that there
is a ‘juridical boundary’ between the parties, [the] suppression by force of
23 million people cannot be consistent with the Charter» [Crawford 2007,
220-1].° The reiteration of the «importance of peace and stability across the
Taiwan Strait» in bilateral and multilateral statements by «like-minded part-
ners», and in private bilateral meetings with Chinese government officials
is buttressed by this logic and reinforces the point [High-ranking Australian

3. N.B. The title of the document is a misnomer because it was a Chinese
suggestion during negotiations, one that was reportedly not agreed upon. Act on
Access to Information Held by Administrative Organs. Also available in the Diplo-
matic Archives of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan. Obtained by Yutaka Kan-
da and translated by Ryo C. Kato. Giulio Pugliese is indebted to Jeftrey Hornung
for this source.

4. Foreign Minister Ohira Masayoshi’s Response to Diet Interpellation (toben) 8
November 1972, cited in [Matsuda 2023, 182-3].

5. Giulio Pugliese is indebted to Aurelio Insisa for this authoritative point.
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policymaker, testimony, Washington DC, 7 February 2024]. Therefore, from
a legal standpoint, a kinetic attack or a blockade of Taiwan, one that either
endangers Japanese security and suppresses by force (or starvation) Tai-
wanese citizens, would overrule the earlier promises made in 1972 by the
government of Japan. However, it is worth stressing the evolution of Japan’s
policy stance to better grasp the action-reaction dynamics across the Taiwan
Strait, as evidenced by the Japanese government’s current reticence to pub-
licly acknowledge it has a «One China» policy.

The rapidly shifting military balance — one that may tilt in China’s fa-
vour vis-a-vis Taiwan — has been translated into more assertive PRC actions
across the strait, sometimes reactively so. Similarly, the important strategic
changes and previously unthinkable vocal stance from Tokyo’s end, one that
is at times in tension with Japan’s previous pledges, has sometimes preced-
ed and sometimes reacted to Chinese actions. This relational logic is key to
understanding the negative spiral in cross-strait tensions. Along with the
upgrading of Taiwan’s description as «an extremely crucial partner and an
important friend» in Japan’s official diplomatic bluebook, influential poli-
ticians, retired officers and the top brass of the military have concomitantly
raised awareness of the sense of crisis across the strait to drive the political
agenda and legitimise major moves in Japan’s security regime [Iwata et al.
2023]. Notably, in 2021 then Deputy Prime Minister Asd Tard signalled that
if Taiwan were invaded, Japan would come to its defence along with the US,
while the late Abe Shinzé quipped in his new-found capacity as a Diet mem-
ber that a «Taiwan contingency is a Japan contingency» [Kyodo News 2021,
6 July; Kyodo News 2021, 1 December]. In 2023 former Defence Minister
Onodera Itsunori argued that Japan would fight alongside the US, which
was echoed by serving Vice-Minister of Defence Ino Toshird [NHK 2023, 15
May; The Telegraph 2023, 23 July].

Top bureaucrats and uniformed officials who had served under the
Abe administration, in particular, were especially vocal and prolific on this
front, specifically in TV interviews, a growing number of publications and
public and heavily mediatised tabletop exercises organised by a number of
think tanks. These statements and the broader public discourse on a Tai-
wan contingency are notable and, this analysis suggests, they portend to a
clearer Japanese commitment to protect Taiwan and an expansive interpre-
tation of Japan’s security interests, something that is not fully appreciated
in the policy and academic literature. The year under review thus provides
a window on the Japanese government’s recent and planned contributions
to the defence of Taiwan; one that emphasises deterrence, sometimes at the
expense of reassurances.

As the Wall Street Journal revealed in 2023, <American and Japanese
military officials have been working on a plan for a conflict over Taiwan for
more than a year [and] Washington has nudged Tokyo to consider roles for
the Japanese military such as hunting for Chinese submarines around Tai-
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wan» [The Wall Street Journal 2023, 15 July]. Until the 2020s Japan and the
United States only had an operational plan (OPLAN 55) to deal with a mil-
itary crisis in the Korean peninsula, but, as the afore-mentioned Art. VI in
the US-Japan alliance treaty and the Nixon-Saté6 communique suggest, the
alliance was also aimed at the «Far East» writ-large. At any rate, the ability of
the Japanese executive to initiate a new joint operational plan without new
US-Japan defence guidelines is worthy of note.

Moreover, when Japan’s three landmark strategic documents were
announced in December 2022, commentators suggested that the narrow
timeline for a fully functional unified command of the Japan Self-Defense
Forces was due to an anticipated Taiwan contingency [Iwata et al. 2023;
Iwata 2023, 176-90]. In short, this was not a bureaucratic timeline but
a strategic one centred on Taiwan as the main risk requiring attention,
not unlike US Department of Defense (DoD) thinking dating back to at
least 2019-20 [Esper 2022, 513]. The US DoD was already coordinating
with Japanese counterparts back then, in fact [Ibidem, 540]. In 2023, this
«timeline» was compressed [The Japan News 2023, 6 September]. Japan’s
new joint command structure — with a commanding officer in charge of
overseeing and guiding the operational integration of the three services
during emergencies, also by leveraging new domains such as cyber and
space — would further buttress coordination with the US. In short, seam-
less integration allowed better «integrated deterrence» across domains
and in closer cooperation with its traditional ally. The new joint command
structure was planned for 2024.

Successive US governments were the leading engines of change
behind the networked geopolitics of the first island chain, starting with
the Trump administration [Esper 2022, 511-6, 535-41]. In fact, a senior
Taiwanese diplomat told one of the authors that «Japan has not been a
pioneer [on this matter]»> [High-ranking Taiwanese government official,
24 February 2023]. In conjunction with this, the Biden administration suc-
cessfully interlocked its alliances to enlist, among others, the cooperation
of the South Korean government in coordinating with the US and Japan,
as well as NATO countries. The joint Japan-US preparation for a Taiwan
contingency —i.e. a set of combined operational plans for a Taiwan conflict
—and the promise of a standing bilateral joint military planning and coor-
dination office in Japan to work in tandem with the aforementioned JSDF
unified command were destined to become key undertakings and an im-
portant step in alliance integration. The US-Japan alliance was front and
centre of the new geopolitics of the first island chain. As the above pre-
liminary (and necessarily incomplete) historical sketch shows, the changes
evident by 2023 were set in motion ahead of China’s worrisome cross-strait
sabre-rattling, such as that witnessed in 2022, thus feeding Chinese as-
sertiveness and suggesting that the action-reaction dynamics were in full
swing.
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Finally, and in line with this article’s main narrative, it was the Abe
government that planted the seeds for Japan’s greater contribution to the
US-Japan alliance and potential security intervention in a Taiwan contin-
gency scenario. The next section will detail this issue.

11. Linking Taiwan with Japan’s security: legal and strategic revolutions come
to fruition

Japan’s 2023 decision to post a serving Japan Ministry of Defense (MOD)
official and a retired JSDF officer to Japan’s representation office in Tai-
pei (the Japan-Taiwan Exchange Association) suggested more preparation
for contingency planning, including liaising with Taiwanese and US coun-
terparts [Reuters 2023, 13 September]. Along with the appointment of a
proper Defence Attaché, reporting also suggested Japanese (and South
Korean) intelligence assistance to the self-governing island [Financial
Times 2023, 8 June].

The consensus among scholars and practitioners is that Japan has
over-prioritised its immediate political concerns, for instance by preparing
for a potential evacuation of its citizens, ahead of bigger strategic impera-
tives. This review instead finds that Japanese policymakers have linked the
security of Taiwan with Japanese security, and especially in 2023. This is
evidenced by the above statements by heavyweight politicians and the lit-
tle-understood legal framework allowing these statements (although one of
the authors indicated the revolutionary quality of the 2015 legislation back
then. See Pugliese 2016) and recent strategic moves in the US-Japan alli-
ance. It is worth going over these legal factors one more time and doing so
through the lens of a cross-strait contingency.

In 2014, the Abe government achieved constitutional reinterpre-
tation through executive fiat, one that allowed for the right to collective
self-defence (CSD). That is, military responses in defence and support of
«a foreign country that is in a close relationship to Japan» that comes un-
der attack. This definition allows CSD of its treaty ally, the United States
of America, and other like-minded states, such as Australia and European
countries, with which Japan has no formal alliance treaties. It is worth stress-
ing that, according to Kishida’s own Diet testimony in 2015 when he served
as Foreign Minister, this may even apply to semi-sovereign states, such as
Taiwan [Kutsunegi 2015: 36-7]. The recent language in Japan’s diplomatic
bluebook on Taiwan, describing it as «an extremely crucial partner and an
important friend» of Japan, thus acquires an important meaning in the con-
text of the above changes in favour of CSD.

At the same time, and poorly understood at the time, the 2014 Cab-
inet Decision and subsequent security legislation linked the Japanese Con-
stitution’s war-renouncing Article 9 with Article 13, which is concerned with
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the rights to individual dignity and public welfare.’ It did so to expand what
constitutes «Japan’s survival», meaning self-defence, by stating: «self-de-
fence measures are only intended to deal with the urgent and unjust situa-
tion in which people’s right to life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness will
be/may be completely overthrown by an armed attack by a foreign country,
and to protect these rights of the people» [Cabinet Office of Japan 2014].
Similar considerations would also apply in the event that «friendly country/
ies» come under attack and the attack would impact «Japan’s survival», de-
fined along the above broad lines. Key bureaucrats working for the Abe gov-
ernment and National Security Secretariat later introduced such language
in the Peace and Security Legislation drafts, which were passed by the Diet
in 2015. Scrutiny by the opposition parties created little to no effect as the
LDP did not change the wording despite months of deliberations.

In fact, the Japanese government’s preference for rhetorical under-
statement and lack of vigorous, clearer Diet debates has obfuscated the
degree of policy change. Indeed, if US forces were to intervene in a Tai-
wan scenario and were attacked by China, Japanese decision-makers may
now invoke a «survival threatening situation» to dispatch military assets
in defence of US forces and, unless the attacker desists by sparing Japan’s
Self-Defense Forces (JSDF), enter a conflict with China. Under this same
piece of legislation, in less dire situations, defined as those «situations that
have an important influence» on Japan’s peace and security, the JSDF may
instead provide rear area support — including the provision of weapons,
ammunition and fuel — and possibly engage in search and rescue. At the
same time, given substantial US forward deployment in Japan and the im-
portance of access to US and/or Japanese military facilities, if not civilian
ones, the difference between the two scenarios in a kinetic military crisis
involving US-China confrontation is likely to be irrelevant. Japan — and es-
pecially Okinawa — would almost certainly become a target, and hence a
belligerent, either way. Tokyo may altogether deny support for US forces,
but that would end the US-Japan alliance, favour Chinese irredentism and,
in all likelihood, a domino-like effect of subordination to Beijing by regional
players. Therefore, for Tokyo this is a highly unlikely call, especially in the
short-to-medium term. In fact, a well-attended tabletop exercise organised
by a Japanese think tank suggested that the government would, despite

6. It did so by referencing an obscure document produced in 1972 by the same
Cabinet Legislative Bureau (CLB) that then denied the government of Japan the
right of collective self-defence (CSD) up until 2014. The government-led constitu-
tional reinterpretation was also made possible thanks to an advisory body to the Prime
Minister made up of almost exactly the same members that had pushed for CSD back
in 2006-08, with the blessing of the ephemeral first Abe administration, and thanks
to the appointment of a like-minded diplomat, a first, to head the CLB. Strong Kante:
coordination allowed a swift passage of the re-interpretation. On conventional inter-
pretations of Article 13, see Hook and McCormack [eds.] [2001: 165-6].
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some hesitancy, invoke a «survival threatening scenario» because «Japan’s
survival is threatened by an armed attack on another country with which
it has close relations» [Nihon Keizai Shinbun 2022, 9 September; Iwata et al.
2023]. This demonstrates why the Abe administration’s legacy in Japan’s
security policy ought to be considered transformational. Without the consti-
tutional reinterpretation and accompanying legislation, Japan would have
lacked the legal capability to use its weight — military and otherwise — in the
US-led deterrence mix in a Taiwan contingency.

Kishida’s government has built on the legacy of his predecessors. Re-
cent major developments in force posture and military doctrine confirm
the interlinkage between Japan’s and Taiwan’s security. Ever since the 2010
National Defence Policy Guidelines, Japan has revamped its military force
posture on its southwestern islands, the Ryukyus/Nansei Islands (constitut-
ing Okinawa Prefecture), by establishing an amphibious rapid deployment
brigade, deploying radar, short- and mid-range missile units and ballistic
missile defence (BMD) at sea, along with anti-submarine weapons. Given
the proximity of the Okinawan islands to Taiwan and the inability of Japan’s
BMD system to cope with China’s missile capabilities, the government is
bolstering these remote islands with stand-off defence capabilities. Tokyo is
improving the surface-to-ship guided missiles already deployed in Okinawa
by expanding their reach fivefold to 620 miles, introducing medium- to
long-range cruise missiles and developing hypersonic glide missiles [CNN
2023, 12 April]. These moves were spelt out in the Kishida government’s
three strategic documents, which were unveiled after a long gestation in De-
cember 2022, and which aimed at deterrence by denial and by punishment
[Wallace and Pugliese 2023].7 Japan signalled its ability to indirectly sup-
port Taiwan with anti-mine and anti-submarine warfare capabilities, to beef
up Taiwan’s civil defence through cooperation in the cyber, geo-economic
and cognitive warfare domains, and to respond to Chinese missiles tipped
with tactical nuclear warheads, which would aim at keeping Japan at bay in
a potential Taiwan contingency. The introduction of these offensive strike
capabilities, the acquisition of which Japan hastened by a year in late 2023
[Asahi Shinbun 2023, 5 October], and the major increase in Japan’s military
budget was prepared on the ground laid by the Abe government’s earlier
security reforms, and was high on the agenda of late Abe himself [Pugliese
and Maslow 2020].

Endowing Japan with strike capabilities is premised on the assump-
tion that having the option to go on the offensive «will complicate the oppo-
nent’s tactical and strategic calculations» according to a statement by then
Minister of Defence Hamada [Defense Minister Hamada 2022]. Put simply,
Japan will have enhanced its options to engage in retaliatory operations

7. The author of this section is indebted to Corey Wallace for many thoughtful
insights.
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against the territory of another nation and target enemy bases, including
command and control centres. While the focus is on undermining the PLA’s
operational capacity, these capabilities could be both punishment- and de-
nial-focused, and weapons such as the extended-range Type-12 can be val-
uable for both offensive operations in foreign territory and «defending in
depth» by threatening from a variety of launch points Chinese ships operat-
ing around Okinawa or Taiwan — or even forces landing on smaller islands
in the East China Sea, such as the Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands. Therefore, Ja-
pan’s strategy in some way resembles China’s own Anti-Access/Area Denial
(A2/AD),* and while its emerging capabilities are chiefly aimed at homeland
defence, it should be clear that Japan’s stand-off capabilities will be useful in
a Taiwan contingency to support the United States and (even just indirectly)
Taiwan, as in the above scenarios, while Japan and the US keep a potential
Chinese retaliation at bay.

Finally, Japan’s interlinkage of its own security with Taiwan’s is evident
in specific US-Japan alliance developments in 2023. On 11 January 2023
a Japan-US «2+2» meeting of foreign and defence ministers was held in
Washington DC and both governments announced that «the 12" Marine
Regiment would be reorganised into the 12" Marine Littoral Regiment by
2025» a move aimed at «strengthen[ing] Alliance deterrence and response
capabilities by positioning more versatile, resilient, and mobile forces with
increased intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance, anti-ship, and
transportation capabilities> [U.S. Embassy and Consulates in Japan 2023].
This initiative dovetailed with expansion of the US-Philippines Enhanced
Defence Cooperation Agreement to allow four new US bases in key places
along the first island chain, with more possibly in store to allow rotational
deployments [Naval News 2023, 9 April]. Effectively, the Marine Littoral
Regiment (MLR), made up of circa 1800-2000 servicemen, will split into
smaller teams of 50-100 soldiers to allow intelligence surveillance and re-
connaissance (ISR) of Chinese activities in the East and South China Seas
by deploying unmanned surface, underwater and aerial vehicles [Iwata et al.
2023: 89-91]. Hence, in a contingency these US amphibious teams in Japa-
nese and Philippines territory may distribute maritime operations (i.e. dis-
perse lethal forces) with anti-ship missiles and low-altitude defence systems,
all while theoretically hopping from island to island every 48 to 72 hours to
avoid Chinese attacks, while continuing to conduct ISR and fight [Iwata et
al. 2023: 89-91]. These so-called «stand-in forces» (i.e. within the first island
chain), which will have to rely on Japanese military and/or civilian facili-
ties, may well disrupt an eventual Chinese blockade or amphibious landing
on Taiwan. In addition, Japan would finance the dispersion of US Marines
across the first and second island chains, including the long-promised pro-

8. But with the appropriate caveats: China has short- to long-range ballistic
missiles along with a growing number of nuclear warheads (although Beijing has a
«no first use» policy). Japan has neither ballistic missiles nor nuclear warheads.
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vision of roughly 35% of 8 billion USD for the construction and revamp of
a US military base on Guam [Toropin 2023]. Although recent scholarship
claims otherwise [O’Shea 2024], the above suggests that the contribution of
US Marines to deterrence might become more relevant in the near future.

In effect, these capabilities work in tandem with allies and other US
military forces that will have to operate beyond the first and second island
chains due to threats posed by China’s aircraft carriers and «Guam killer»
ballistic missiles. In fact, Japan was reportedly preparing for military exer-
cises involving its aircraft carriers all the way to northern Australia [Japa-
nese participant, Japan-US-Europe Trilateral Dialogue, Brussels, 7 Novem-
ber 2023]. This further demonstrates that the Japanese government has
gone to great lengths to integrate its own security with deterring a kinetic
attack across the Taiwan Strait. This is under-appreciated in the literature
on Japan’s recent moves. Likewise, earlier analyses that insisted on a longue
durée view of post-Cold War Japan’s security trajectory are misplaced be-
cause they fail to appreciate the quiet yet transformational expansion of
Japan’s security architecture that took place around 2014-15. The most
fruitful seeds, those allowing the deployment of strike capabilities and mil-
itary intervention in a Taiwan contingency, were planted by the Abe ad-
ministration. Kishida was walking in Abe’s footsteps, due to the worsening
security environment, his low popularity, his lack of policy vision(s), and the
enduring influence of nationalist factions in the LDP.

In short, Japanese policymakers have signalled that the government
of Japan would intervene in a Taiwan contingency in support of the United
States. During a noteworthy visit to the self-governed island on 8 August,
the powerful LDP Vice-President and former Prime Minister, Asd Tard, best
expressed this reasoning. He argued that the preparedness to fight of Ja-
pan, the US and other like-minded partners would elicit deterrence effects
on China [Sankei Shinbun 2023, 8 August]. Nevertheless, the ultimate de-
cision to intervene will be a political one that will also take into account
Chinese retaliation on Japanese soil and citizens. Moreover, while it is true
that circa 18 thousand long-term Japanese residents in Taiwan (plus busi-
nessmen and tourists) and economic interests will need to be shielded in
a potential contingency scenario, the People’s Republic hosts a markedly
larger number of Japanese citizens, with circa 104,000 long-term residents
[National Institute of Population and Social Security Research 2023a], not
to mention assets and business interests. This factor will necessarily compli-
cate the Japanese government’s calculations.

Finally, and as is evident from the above, Japanese citizens have never
fully understood or partaken in the deliberations leading to the afore-men-
tioned legislative and strategic revolutions. They were introduced by stealth.
Early understatements by policymakers were deliberate because the Japa-
nese public still retains a strong anti-militarist ethos. While a sense of inse-
curity rose sharply following Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, especially among
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Japanese decision-makers [O’ Shea and Maslow 2024], Japanese public
support for heightened defence procurement dwindled in 2023, and over-
whelmingly prioritised welfare over warfare [NHK 2023, 13 February]. Only
a deadly crisis, one with a substantial number of Japanese casualties and
clear Chinese responsibility, may fully mobilise the Japanese population at
large and bring about effective determination capable of withstanding the
painful consequences, including economic ones, brought by China’s likely
counterstrategies of attrition and exhaustion of its rival’s will to fight. For
instance, in a Taiwan blockade scenario Japan’s military action may not be
taken for granted.

China’s more assertive foreign and security policy is aimed at securing
its territorial and maritime claims, sometimes reactively so. Its gradual re-
gional revisionism notwithstanding [Termine and Natalizia, 2020], a former
very high-ranking Japanese policymaker acknowledged to the author of this
section that the foreign policy posture of the People’s Republic has been
relatively risk averse [Former high-ranking Japanese policymaker, interview,
20 December 2023]. In the authors’ assessment, the Japanese government,
among other actors, benefited from publicising China’s activities. As was
recounted in last year’s review [Wallace and Pugliese 2023], the government
of Japan (especially the defence establishment, which was behind the for-
mulation of the new strategic documents) insisted on the linkage between
Russia’s war of aggression in Ukraine and China’s irredentism across the
Taiwan Strait. It did so to legitimise Japan’s new-found changes in force
posture and military doctrine — echoing strategic narratives by the US and
Taiwanese governments — and to mobilise and coalesce domestic and in-
ternational support, especially by Europe. But Japan’s landmark strategic
changes and documents which focused on Taiwan and the first island chain,
were a long time in the making. Had it not been for the COVID-19 pandem-
ic and Abe’s sudden resignation, we would have probably seen some of these
developments already by 2020 [Pugliese and Maslow 2020].

By mid-2023, the quest for a degree of stability in Sino-Japanese rela-
tions translated into notched down publicity accorded to Chinese activities
across the strait. The actual activities, however, did not considerably abate.
For instance, aerial incursions across the symbolic median line, which spiked
following US House of Representatives Speaker Nancy Pelosi’s visit to Tai-
wan, persisted in 2023. Japan’s information policy reflected that in Wash-
ington DC, where the national security establishment engaged in message
discipline in early 2023 [Reuters 2023, 12 January] and Biden put an end
to his earlier frequent and — in all likelihood — well-planned [Rogin 2022,
13 October; Sanger 2024, pp.284-5] «lapsus linguae» that reaffirmed his
commitment to Taiwanese security, a less than ambiguous «strategic ambi-
guity» that reinforced action-reaction cycles across the strait [Insisa 2023;
Sciorati 2023]. Finally (and notably), earlier US government messaging
which suggested direct access to Xi Jinping’s aggressive thinking on Taiwan
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[Bloomberg 2023, 17 October] gave way in 2023 to nuance, to the point that
in 2024 a State Department official told the author of this section that «we
don’t know what is in Xi Jinping’s mind» [US State Department official
responsible for the Asia-Pacific, Interview, 6 February 2024]. In the US too,
earlier stark messaging about a narrowing window for a Chinese invasion
was probably propagated to allies and domestic public opinion to elicit sup-
port, legitimise landmark security changes and rally coordination over a
Taiwan contingency.

As a result, diplomatic exchanges and the (re-)establishment of ave-
nues for dialogue and confidence building, including between Japan and
China [AP 2023, 16 May], marked not only an evolution in the Chinese gov-
ernment’s thinking in 2023 but also a change in the US and Japanese gov-
ernments’ thinking. Given the ongoing arms race and the all-encompassing
rivalry, however, the timid tactical détente was a means to avoid US-China
strategic rivalry derailing into hot confrontation. Given these premises, and
the domestic political dynamics in the US and China, it looked like wobbly
stability.

12. Japan-South Korea cooperation through the prism of US-led minilateralism

Apart from the US-Japan alliance’s preparations for a Taiwan contingen-
cy, minilateral diplomacy branched out to the Republic of Korea (ROK),
also known as South Korea. The ascent of the conservative Yoon Suk-Yeol
presidency translated into a stronger ROK alignment with the US and its
aims. In fact, an ROK Indo-Pacific Strategy was announced in December
2022. Yoon Suk-Yeol specifically assigned its development to the North
America Affairs Bureau of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, suggesting a
desire to align with Washington [High-ranking European diplomat, inter-
view, South Korea, 7 November 2022]. Aided by his forceful character as
a former prosecutor, Yoon abandoned Moon Jae-in’s engagement policy
with the DPRK and aligned more fully with the United States on the Chi-
na and Russia dossiers, so much so that South Korea «indirectly» supplied
more artillery shells to Ukraine than all the European countries combined
[Yonhap 2023, 5 December]. South Korea was, along with Japan [Wallace
and Pugliese 2023], one of the first East Asian countries to side with the
US and NATO after Russia’s invasion of Ukraine; but Yoon has notably
shied away from pledging direct military assistance to Ukraine, in favour
of reinforcing non-lethal and humanitarian aid, whilst continuing to sup-
ply military assistance via third parties, such as Poland and the United
States. Yoon’s decision to tilt to one side was not a foregone policy choice
given the influence and leverage that Russia and China may exert over
their neighbour, North Korea. Given that China is also the ROK’s most
important economic market, this move cemented the idea of a progressive
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rift among competing blocs following Russia’s 2022 war of aggression in
Ukraine [Brands 2023, 4 June; Gates 2023].

More importantly, and with active US intercession under the Biden
administration, the South Korean government took the initiative in per-
haps its hardest foreign policy call: reprising dialogue with Japan. This had
soured in a negative spiral of disputes over the legacy of the Japanese Em-
pire and colonisation of Korea, which was compounded by Japan’s econom-
ic retaliation, especially in 2019 [Pugliese and Maslow 2020, 145-6]. Kishi-
da’s mellower public persona and more conciliatory political background
compared to his immediate predecessors in the Kantei, not least the late Abe
Shinzo, partly smoothed the road. However, there were no meaningful con-
cessions on the Japanese government’s side, because of Kishida’s unpopu-
larity in most of 2023 and, crucially, the weight of nationalists in the LDP.

Therefore, on 6 March 2023, the South Korean government unilat-
erally relinquished reparations from Japanese firms implicated in forced
labour during Japan’s colonisation of the peninsula, and instead set up a
foundation voluntarily supported by Korean businesses that benefitted from
Japanese grants and soft loans awarded on the occasion of the 1965 Treaty
on Basic Relations between Japan and the Republic of Korea [Yonhap 2023, 6
March; Korea Times 2015, 21 June]. The Japanese government simply reiter-
ated the language of contrition dating back to the 1998 joint declaration by
the heads of the two executives. While ten of fifteen claimants accepted the
alternative compensation plan, the unilateral concessions and decision to
cement Japan-South Korea relations by Yoon — one that was reportedly also
informed by his father’s experience and wishes — were deeply unpopular
back home, with mass protests in Seoul led by the opposition party. These
concessions further reduced the president’s popularity and questioned their
tenability [NHK 2023, 18 May; Reuters 2023, 13 April].

These conciliatory moves paved the way for substantial Japan-ROK
cooperation. First and foremost, they prompted Japan to remove its 2019
export controls on three essential components to produce semiconductors
and displays. This, in turn, allowed Seoul to end its own retaliatory curbs and
a WTO dispute complaint against Japan. Second, Yoon visited Tokyo, and a
bilateral summit, qualified by successive informal talks, reactivated and deep-
ened diplomatic engagement between the two countries. This was the first
official summit between the leaders of the ROK and Japan in 12 years. Third,
the South Korean government declared that it «<normalised» the General Se-
curity of Military Information Agreement (GSOMIA), which it had previous-
ly frozen because of Japan’s economic coercion back in 2019 [Asahi Shinbun
2023, 22 March]. Last and more importantly, the stabilisation of Japan-ROK
relations — two major US allies — ushered the way for landmark trilateral US-
Japan-ROK cooperation, as was evidenced by a Camp David summit on 18
August. There, too, minilateral cooperation expanded horizontally to include
cooperation in diplomatic, educational, and technological fields, but the key
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«integrated deterrence» outcomes were in security, through expanded intelli-
gence sharing, missile defence and strengthened cybersecurity coordination.
Importantly, the three documents released at the summit aimed at regular-
ising security consultations, at routinising trilateral meetings, both at the
summit and working levels, at routinising trilateral military exercises, and at
diversifying and expanding their remit beyond North Korea to include food
security, economic security and, importantly, China [The White House 2023a;
The White House 2023b; The White House 2023c].

What transpires from these three documents is as follows. First and
foremost, the US government aimed at an institutionalisation of US-ROK-
Japan cooperation, thus interlocking the region’s most powerful, prosper-
ous, and technologically advanced US allies. It did so with an eye to binding
South Korea and Japan in cooperation in the future, as successive govern-
ments in either country may not be as sympathetic to their counterparts
as the current ones (especially Yoon’s). The routinisation and institution-
alisation of trilateral cooperation and coordination also aimed at damage
limitation in the event of a potential Trump comeback, which might pri-
oritise his own interests at the expense of trilateral coordination. The Jap-
anese government was especially fearful of a reprise of US concessions to
North Korea and US summit diplomacy with it [Howell, 2023]. Second,
regularised avenues for dialogue were deepened at multiple levels: from
Director-General level up to summit meetings, which will be held at least
once a year. Third, and relatedly, the scope of trilateral cooperation ex-
panded notably across agencies, given the multi-layered nature of the chal-
lenges and opportunities faced by the three countries. The inauguration of
a Japan-US-ROK Indo-Pacific Dialogue and of a trilateral framework for
scientific cooperation, including defence technology, testified to this logic
[Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan 2024; National Nuclear Security Ad-
ministration 2023]. Cooperation, however, promised to go deeper with new
dialogues and plans for cooperative and coordinative frameworks aimed at
combating North Korea’s cyber activities — a major source of income for the
North Korean nuclear programme [Howell 2023] — stifling disinformation,
and promoting humanitarian assistance and disaster relief (HA/DR), gov-
ernment financing across the Indo-Pacific (starting with the Pacific islands)
and maritime, space and economic security, including the establishment of
an early warning system of potential disruptions to supply chains. Fourth,
the most publicised development was a strengthening of intelligence shar-
ing, notably by allowing a trilateral real-time system that linked the three
countries’ radar tracking of missiles flying from North Korea, with potential
implications also in a Taiwan contingency scenario [Nihon Keizai Shinbum
2023, 19 December]. Given Yoon’s willingness to tilt to one side, the inter-
locking of the US hub and spokes system along the first island chain would
therefore have implications for coercive diplomacy and deterrence towards
China as well as the DPRK.
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While the momentum was clear, some of these mechanisms would be
put to the test — especially the pledge to consult — as North Korea’s bellicose
behaviour toward its southern neighbour was accompanied by Kim Jong-un
making overtures to Japan [Voice of America 2024, 18 January]. At the end
of the year the South Korean Supreme Court upheld decisions by lower
courts to order compensation by the Japanese industries responsible for
wartime labour [Nikkei Asia 2023, 28 December]. Moreover, it was clear that
the Japanese government was still watchful about domestic political devel-
opments in South Korea [Koga 2023]. Also for this reason, Tokyo was un-
likely to allow South Korea in the G7 framework on a more regular basis. At
the same time, renewed emphasis on trilateral exercises, although some of
these were signals with few deterrence implications, and Japan-South Korea
cooperation on evacuation of their citizens from Gaza and the Middle East
symbolised a reset of the testy bilateral relationship [Wright and Guarini
2023, 8 November].

13. The Indo-Pacific and Euro-Atlantic alignment: the blossoming of Japan-NA-
TO relations

Although with different scope, emphasis and working levels — similar
multi-layered, bilateral or minilateral cooperation among «like-minded
partners» gained traction in 2023 in the «G7 Plus» and between the EU
and/or NATO and Asia-Pacific counterparts, first and foremost Japan, the
ROK and Australia. Similarly to the ROK-Japan-US trilateral cooperative
framework, the Biden administration facilitated (or more simply allowed)
a deepening of such ententes, some of which had or would acquire a life
of their own. The NATO-Japan partnership was but one example of these
dynamics. Given space limitations, this review only fleshes out some of these
notable developments, while citing analysis of the growing momentum at
the EU-Japan level elsewhere [Pugliese 2024]. Starting with the Trump ad-
ministration, the US government included China as part of NATO’s re-
mit to socialise, co-opt and enlist its European allies in the strategic com-
petition it prioritised. Apart from providing regular avenues for sharing
US intelligence on, for example, China’s growing nuclear stockpiles and
sabre-rattling across the Taiwan Strait, the US government elicited intelli-
gence sharing from regional allies and cooperation on traditional security
items that would not contravene NATO’s geographical mandate because
of their transnational nature. These include cybersecurity, disinformation,
space security, cooperation on defence technology, the military industrial
base and risks associated with dual-use technology in strategic sectors, such
as telecommunications and surveillance. Under the Biden administration
and following Russia’s war in Ukraine, momentum for an alignment be-
came evident as European views on China soured, US leverage grew and

103



Gi1ULIO PUGLIESE & MARCO ZAPPA

reciprocity between European and Asia-Pacific «like-minded partners» blos-
somed, as these states supported Ukraine financially, diplomatically and
militarily [Pugliese 2024].

Therefore, the language on China in the July 2023 NATO Vilnius
Summit Communiqué was particularly forceful: «The People’s Republic
of China’s stated ambitions and coercive policies challenge our interests,
security and values. [China’s policy] strives to subvert the rules-based in-
ternational order, including in the space, cyber and maritime domains»
[NATO 2023a]. NATO also started to look at Taiwan contingency scenarios
with the aim of «strongly discouraging China from taking any actions that
will change the status quo» [Nikkei Asia 2023, 13 November], perhaps also
through indirect assistance/triangulation and small steps towards creating
a global defence supply chain. According to a US defence practitioner, war
games considered NATO countries’ contributions in contingency scenarios
concerning Taiwan, with a preference accorded to light contributions, such
as sanctions, the provision of military assistance via triangulation or the
ability to fill the military vacuum left by the deployment of Europe-based
US forces to East Asia [US defence practitioner, interview, track 1.5 dia-
logue, 7 November 2023]. G7 countries constituted the marrow of these
contributions and Japan’s successful presidency of this minilateral grouping
testified to stronger alignment on the China dossier. These were all note-
worthy developments for NATO, a trans-Atlantic alliance.

The Japanese government has shown interest in buttressing the NA-
TO-Japan security bridge, at least since the mid-2000s. However, it was the
Biden administration, the worsening security environment in Europe and
East Asia and the interlinkage of the two theatres that hastened the con-
struction of the bridge [Brummer and Yennie Lindgren 2023]. For instance,
feisty US Ambassador Rahm Emanuel hosted regular meetings with NATO
ambassadors in Tokyo and was seen accompanying eight NATO allies” am-
bassadors posted in Brussels to a courtesy call on Foreign Minister Kamika-
wa during their visit to Japan [Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan 2023b].
The eight governments they represented were probably the keenest to en-
hance Japan-NATO relations, starting with NATO’s most important mem-
ber, the United States. In fact, the NATO summit in Vilnius, in which Prime
Minister Kishida participated along with leaders from the other Asia-Pacific/
Indo-Pacific «like-minded» countries (aka the «Asia Pacific 4», or «Indo Pa-
cific 4», namely Japan, Australia, New Zealand and South Korea), was the
second in which invitations were extended to these players following the
historic first time in Madrid in 2022. In Vilnius, Japan and NATO unveiled
an Individually Tailored Partnership Programme, which vowed cooperation
in 16 areas [NATO 2023c]. There, NATO’s Secretary General reaffirmed
the alignment of the Indo-Pacific with the Euro-Atlantic and Japan’s im-
portance by stressing that «security is not regional, but global» and that no
partner is closer than Japan to NATO [NATO 2023b].
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While the entente on China grew within Europe, diverging priori-
ties persisted. Major Western European players, first and foremost Macron’s
France, snubbed Tokyo’s and the United States’ efforts to have a NATO liai-
son office in Japan [Matsumura 2023, 19 December]. This office, reportedly
to be manned by one officer, was probably going to add little of substance
[Moller 2023, 12 June] but its symbolism might have poked a finger in Chi-
na’s eye. In fact, the decision to do without the liaison office allowed NATO
countries such as France to present themselves as honest brokers to Beijing,
take advantage of profitable trade deals with China (especially in France as
its President travelled to Beijing in April 2023, and the two countries would
celebrate 60 years of diplomatic relations in 2024) and even suggest a «third
way»-approach that, while not equidistant between the US and China, was
not fully aligned with the US-led competitive strategy [Barré 2023, 9 April].

Apart from political sloganeering that catered to domestic audiences,
this «third way» stance might have reassured South and Southeast Asian
countries and other third parties about the merits of seeing these Europe-
an players as responsible multilateral actors. First-hand evidence suggested
that Europe’s alignment with the US and NATO’s gaze eastward worried
some Southeast Asian players fearful of the crystallisation of blocs, with po-
tential implications for lucrative military procurement contracts [European
diplomat, interview, Da Nang, Vietnam, 16 November 2022]. Contempo-
rary arms deals are often buttressed by political alignment, especially in the
light of the need to keep servicing and spare parts flowing. Therefore, grow-
ing European security engagement in the region — one that was undergoing
economic growth as a whole — reassured local actors willing to resist Chinese
assertiveness, but which were concomitantly fearful of provoking a reaction
by Beijing or being dragged into a confrontation between blocs. At the same
time, authoritative testimonies from European diplomatic quarters, includ-
ing French ones, suggested a strong institution-wide alignment with the US
diagnosis on Xi’s China [High-ranking French diplomat, interview, 27 Jan-
uary 2023; EU officials in charge of security, interview, 24 October 2022;
EU official, interview, 9 March 2023]. China’s «sitting on the fence» over
Russia’s war in Ukraine, often misperceived as a steady alignment (if not an
alliance), and US leverage compounded these dynamics. Representative of
a seemingly growing Euro-Atlantic alignment on China, in 2023 Germany
produced a hard-nosed China strategy and the Italian government quietly
pulled out of a moribund 2019 Belt and Road framework MoU [Boni 2024;
Andornino 2023]. In late 2023, the Italian government also announced the
deployment of an aircraft carrier battlegroup to the region in 2024. A more
fine-grained analysis of some of these Western European players’ policies
on China, however, suggested that pragmatism was alive and well in Rome
[Dell’Era and Pugliese 2024].

According to expectations set up in the 2022 US National Security
Strategy. according to which «US interests are best served when our Euro-
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pean allies and partners play an active role in the Indo-Pacific», and earli-
er testimonies, European member states, including Italy, showed growing
engagement in the region. Direct testimonies suggested that while the US
was the most pressing behind this presence, especially since the advent of
the Biden administration, Japan was welcoming but less insistent [Italian
diplomat, interview, 30 January 2024]. The two transpacific allies effectively
swapped sides, perhaps also because states such as Italy were chiefly inter-
ested in the region’s rich procurement market, and thus were in competition
with Japan’s defence exports. Indonesia is one such case [Defense News, 2023,
27 October]. A continued focus on the so-called «Enlarged Mediterranean»
notwithstanding [Coticchia and Mazziotti di Celso, 2024], the Italian gov-
ernment signed a strategic partnership with Japan in 2023 and extended
its 21" century naval diplomacy all the way to East Asia, which was arguably
already in the making under the Draghi government. This also served as a
political tool to emphasise the principles of free trade, freedom of naviga-
tion and overflight among allied nations, to buttress Italy’s credentials as a
«like-minded» country and to showcase (and export) Italian military plat-
forms and components to regional players [Abbondanza 2023]. Thus, this
endeavour aimed to enhance cooperation in both Italian and international
security realms, showcasing Italy’s capabilities and soft power projection.
Nevertheless, the aim was distinctively techno-economically orientated. It
facilitated the political groundwork for advancing new platforms, technol-
ogies and systems, such as in the Italy-Japan-UK Global Combat Air Pro-
gramme (GCAP) framework, which aimed to develop a sixth-generation
combat aircraft endowed with the potential to positively impact the broad-
er economy. In December 2023, the three countries agreed to establish an
intergovernmental organisation to manage the GCAP. Looking ahead, the
partnership between Italy and Japan in aerospace investment and research
and development appears promising, with potential benefits extending to
defence, land observation, climate change mitigation and disaster response,
areas where the two nations share common interests.

In any case, the interlinkage between the Indo-Pacific and the Eu-
ro-Atlantic was more evident in 2023. Cooperation on cyber-defence, for
instance, gained momentum. Japan cemented its late 2022 membership
in the NATO Cooperative Cyber Defence Centre of Excellence in Estonia
with participation in a signature NATO cybersecurity exercise, one that
entailed coordination with NATO countries to «respond to attack scenar-
ios on virtual national critical infrastructure as well as targets and struc-
tures of a military nature» [C4ISRNET 2023]. Hinting at Japan’s deepen-
ing entente in the cyber and hybrid threats domain, and its engagement
with Central and Eastern Europe more broadly, Estonia’s premier think
tank, the International Centre for Defence and Security, launched the
newest Japan Chair in 2023 with funding from the Government of Japan
[ICDS 2023].
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More importantly, and after a prolonged tug of war, at the end of the
year the LDP and the Komeito reached an agreement to relax the self-im-
posed arms exports rules to allow exports of foreign licensed but Japan-pro-
duced defence products, including PAC-3 missiles, to replenish US stocks.
This was a notable development that suggested support for Ukraine (and,
less noted, Israel) via US triangulation, and an expectation of reciprocity
from European counterparts in future contingency scenarios closer to Ja-
pan’s shores. The potential further relaxation of Japan’s export rules went
hand-in-hand with enmeshment in techno-economic cooperative frame-
works with «like-minded» counterparts, for both economic and strategic
gains. The standardisation of defence products, such as ammunition, and
the need to foster a global defence industrial base with steady supply and
demand for them were also high on the NATO agenda along with counter-
parts in the so-called Asia-Pacific 4 (or Indo-Pacific 4) grouping, first and
foremost Japan and South Korea. Nevertheless, competitive dynamics in
the arms industry probably hindered substantial cooperation on that spe-
cific agenda item.

14. Conclusions

As was clarified above, in the realms of security and diplomacy the Kishida
administration has by and large followed the policy pathway established
by late Prime Minister Abe Shinzd a decade ago. Domestically, however,
Kishida has endeavoured to establish his own political legacy while coping
with that left by his cuambersome predecessor. The effort has produced scant
results. For instance, since July 2023 the Bo] under new governor Ueda
has refrained from ending the decade-old expansionary monetary policy
set by former governor Kuroda and Abe. In addition to this, Kishida’s main
policy goal, the establishment of a new form of capitalism, risks being yet
another empty slogan in the face of largely demobilised and historically
sceptical public opinion. The establishment of the CFA to tackle children
and family-related issues, and proposals for future labour reforms are the
most significant additions to Japan’s contemporary politics.

In fact, the administration’s redistribution targets were far from
achieved. By contrast, the government’s policies seemed characterised by a
lack of a long-term vision and by excessive reliance on «makeshift» econom-
ic and political initiatives such as contingent tax reductions and subsidies,
and cabinet reshuffles. As a Nikkei editorial pointed out, with such measures
«the voters’ support will not be restored. The PM should also resolutely
tackle difficult issues, deliver results, and thus meet the Japanese people’s
expectations» [Nihon Keizai Shinbun 2023, 23 October]. In this regard, the
graph at the end of section 6 is particularly elucidatory of Japanese voters’
political disengagement. While it shows that in 2023 the Japanese public
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perceived a moderately positive business climate, public expectations of
the government fell consistently. Apart from contingent political scandals,
structural factors such as the continual depreciation of the yen following the
increase in interest rates in Europe and the US, growing consumer prices
and a relative loss of purchasing power by large sectors of the Japanese
working population contributed to the public’s negative attitude to the gov-
ernment [Tahara 2023, 26 October].

While other large liberal democracies will hold elections in 2024,
the next Japanese general election need not take place until autumn
2025. Should the Japanese go to the polls as we write this article in early
2024, they will possibly reconfirm the LDP in power, against a backdrop
of widespread abstentionism. According to the country’s major media out-
lets, more than 41% of Japanese voters do not support any political party
at all. For those who indicate a preference, the scandal-ridden majority
party, the LDP, is still perceived as more trustworthy (30-37%) than other
minority political organisations. The main opposition party, the Constitu-
tional Democratic Party (CDP) lags 20 points behind, with a support rate
of 9.9%, with other minor parties stuck between zero (the People’s Dem-
ocratic Party and the Collaborative Party — Minna de tsukuru to, formerly
known as the Party to Protect the People from NHK) and 5% (Ishin and
Komeito, the LDP’s junior coalition partner) [NHK Senkyo Web 2024; Hodo
Station TV Asahi 2024]. In other words, forecasts about political fragmenta-
tion due to the rise of new parties in the last decade have not materialised
[Krauss et al. 2017]. Instead, the current political situation seems to be
that of a non-competitive democratic system with a single dominant party
maintaining its edge over other possible competitors in the context of
growing political disaffection and overt apathy [Scheiner 2007; Howe &
Oh 2015; Kasai 2018]. Hence, the current backsliding of the LDP does not
seem likely to lead to a pre-2009 situation and to a noticeable exodus of
consensus on an opposition party able to exploit the emerging social and
economic disparities in Japanese society [Chiavacci 2010].

If anything, the many failed attempts at rebuilding trust in his admin-
istration and legitimacy have undermined Kishida’s legitimacy as the incum-
bent LDP leader and will possibly induce a leadership change in Autumn
2024, when the election of the LDP president is scheduled. As opposed to
the late Abe, who enjoyed high approval rates and influence in his party and
the governing coalition, PM Kishida has reportedly been the weakest link in
the LDP internal balance of power. His inability to dissolve the Diet has been
a testimony to his low approval rate and fractures within the majority camp
[Shiota 2023]. Nonetheless, he was able to capitalise on his foreign policy
successes (e.g. the Hiroshima G7) to make up for the growing popular disaf-
fection. In the light of this, a partial reputation recovery and even a victorious
snap election ahead of the LDP party leadership ballot in September 2024,
though remote, cannot be completely ruled out [Shiota 2023].
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In foreign and security policy, the year under review saw a growing
alignment and interlocking of US-led minilaterals, with Japan playing a
successful role as an aggregative power. This strategy also walked in the
footsteps set by the Abe administrations, especially since Abe’s comeback
in 2012. Interestingly, the «Indo-Pacific» alignment of Europe and regional
players was evident in 2023 in the economic security agenda, now qualified
with the new «de-risking» buzzword that gained traction in 2023, especially
following a speech in March by the President of the European Commission,
Ursula von der Leyen. Whatever the EU’s merits in introducing «de-risk-
ing», the slogan nonetheless resonated with the oft-referred «resilience»,
«geo-economics», «strategic autonomy/strategic indispensability», if not «de-
coupling», all of which were symptomatic of the sorry geopolitical Zeitgeist
further compounded by Russia’s full-fledged offensive in Ukraine and the
2023 Israel-Palestine war, among a growing number of conflicts and crises.

In fact, there were nascent cooperative frameworks in the «G7 Plus»
countries, for instance, to coordinate against economic coercion or, more
clearly, in the sustainable infrastructure agenda to woo the so-called «Global
South» a misnomer for a wide range of emerging economies and devel-
oping countries and one that kept bubbling up in security and strategic
contexts, including the 2023 Shangri-La Dialogue. In fact, Japan’s attempt
at walking the diplomatic tightrope in its response to the 7 October Hamas
terrorist attacks and the Israeli government’s ensuing punitive vendetta in
Gaza aimed at cementing burgeoning strategic engagement in the Middle
East, wooing Global South states, Muslim-majority swing states in particular,
while de facto supporting the US stance. The fear was that China could en-
large its rostrum of partners, for instance through the BRICS forum, which
underwent a considerable expansion in 2023.

The Japanese government’s decision to follow the October 2022 US
expansive China-wide embargo on advanced semiconductors, and on the
technology, human capital and know-how necessary to produce them, com-
pounded China’s largely home-made economic woes. After all, the United
States remained the world’s single largest economic market — with a share
of global GDP unchanged from 1980 or 1990. It also retained the world’s
ten most valuable companies, was poised to lead in the digital transforma-
tion and had recently turned into the world’s largest oil and gas producer
[Zakaria 2024]. US structural power in technological nodes and shared aims
with Japan in the China balancing and de-risking agenda allowed substan-
tial coordination in cooperative government financing initiatives aimed at
denying China a sphere of influence while engaging in shared industrial
policies, as in the analyses in reviews of previous years. These initiatives
trailed the increasingly regional military role for the US-Japan alliance,
within and beyond the first island chain [Bradford 2021; Bradford 2022].

These coordinated alignments, and China’s domestic political im-
broglios and economic woes, further facilitated the path towards tactical
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US-China and Japan-China stabilisation. Space limitations have prevent-
ed us from analysing Japan’s «<new plan» for its Free and Open Indo-Pacif-
ic strategic narrative (complete with 51 PowerPoint slides, but notably no
actual policy document, to allow for diplomatic flexibility), its wooing of
the Global South [Hosoya 2023; Takenaka 2023], its revised Development
Cooperation Charter and the introduction of Official Security Assistance.
Suffice it to say, however, that these were in line with the analysis in this and
previous reviews. They were aimed at balancing, containing or competing
with China by harnessing all tools of Japanese statecraft to that effect, pos-
sibly by preserving stable relations. The Japanese government, nonetheless,
tried to recover its agency as an aggregative power that also successfully
reconceptualised and renegotiated geographical boundaries, such as the
Free and Open Indo-Pacific, and to export it abroad [Tamaki 2024; Pugliese
2024]. In any case, the ongoing arms race — not just in East Asia, but across
the Indo-Pacific — and the looming elections in 2024 in the US and much of
the world promised that the contextual factors facing Japan’s international
relations remained in flux and full of incognita.

Nevertheless, as events unfold, security developments within and
across the first island chain — such as those highlighted in Japan, the US-Ja-
pan alliance, Japan-Taiwan relations and among the ROK, the US and
Japan — suggest that Japan is on the front line of the new geopolitics of
East Asia, and is the place to watch to understand the direction of travel of
US-China strategic rivalry.
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Three years after the implementation of the National Security Law (NSL) in 2020,
time is ripe to affirm that the Hong Kong Special Autonomous Region of the People’s
Republic of China (HKSAR) has completed its full integration into the Chinese po-
litical and economic system. This article argues that all along 2023 media freedom
regression emerged as prodromic to a more institutionalized erosion of political free-
dom and consequent adaptation to Beijing standards. Within this new framework,
a series of political and economic decisions were taken to facilitate Hong Kong full
integration into the Chinese system. After discussing the logic behind this evolution,
the article explains to what extent Hong Kong has progressively aligned its vision and
strategies to those of the People’s Republic of China, ending up formally endorsing
security as a move important objective than economic development.
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1. Introduction

The essay explores the developments which occurred in the Hong Kong
Special Autonomous Region of the People’s Republic of China (HKSAR)
in the fields of politics, media, domestic economy, and international rela-
tions in 2023. The first section, analysing the very first consequences of the
implementation of the National Security Law (NSL) on both political and
mediatic landscape, establishes 2023 as a year of political freezing for Hong
Kong. A year in which the China Communist Party (CCP) confirmed Hong
Kong’s destiny as being transformed into an average Chinese province,
where any sort of freedom had to be subdued to China’s collective interests,
and in particular CCP’s interests. The second section provides an assess-
ment of the current economic situation, taking into consideration both local
authorities’ attempt to emphasize promising economic and financial foun-
dations and China’s interests in starting to systematically take advantage
of Hong Kong’s business reputation to better advance national economic
interests abroad. The concluding section situates these developments within
a broader perspective of Hong Kong international projection and explores
a realistic scenario describing its near future.
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2. Hong Kong National Security Law: new priorities for media and politics

2023 opened and closed with a series of symbolic trials, meant at prepar-
ing the conditions for proceeding with the implementation of Hong Kong’s
own national security law. Indeed, towards the end of 2023, the Hong Kong
government accelerated the debate on the adoption of its own national se-
curity law under Article 23 of the Basic Law. The latter was indeed approved
on 23 March 2024 [Ho 2024, 19 March].

In 2003, the Hong Kong government already attempted to introduce
Article 23 legislation, but some 500,000 Hong Kongers protested, and the
bill was scrapped. This event became a powerful symbol of citizen power
within local civil society at the time [Lau 2024, March].

On 30 January 2024, the government released a consultation docu-
ment outlining the risks to national security, as well as the principles under-
pinning the legislation, and containing international comparisons as well
as a final chapter on «gaps and inadequacies» to be filled [Davidson 2024,
30 January].

Article 23 of the Basic Law, approved on 19 March 2024, requires the
government to pass local laws to prohibit seven offenses: treason, secession,
sedition, subversion against the central people’s government, the theft of
state secrets, foreign political organizations or bodies carrying out political
activities in the region, and political organizations or bodies in the region
establishing links with foreign political organizations or bodies. The Chief
Executive has also clarified that Article 23 will work in concert with the
existing National Security Law, making sure that the latter would always
prevail in case of inconsistencies.

The implementation of this new law is destined to further reduce an
already limited space for action for both mediatic debate and alternative
political opinions.

2.1. The power of mediatic procedures

The media freedom regression Hong Kong started experiencing in 2021
and 2022 continued in 2023. Journalists’ and activists’ trials were at the
centre of Hong Kong mediatic life in 2023, and government pressures also
pushed local newspapers to keep a lower mediatic profile. For example,
Ming Pao decided to suspend publishing contributions by the prominent
political cartoonist Wong Kei-kwan, known as Zunzi, without offering any
explanation, while the investigative news platform FactWire became the
fourth news outlet to cease operations since the law’s enactment, following
the demise of Apple Daily, Stand News, and Citizen News [Hong Kong Free Press
2023, 11 May].

Free journalists’ access to Hong Kong also seemed to be more and
more at risk. In June, freelance journalist Yoshiaki Ogawa was detained
overnight and questioned when he attempted to enter Hong Kong, then
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forced to return to Japan [Benoza 2023, 30 June]. The journalist had pre-
viously followed the Occupy Central movement in 2014 and covered the
2019 protests in Hong Kong. After Ronson Chan Ron-sing was re-elected as
chairman of the Hong Kong Journalists Association (HKJA) in June, the lat-
ter confirmed a new decrease in the membership of the association, current-
ly counting only 220 full members. On the same occasion, after confirming
the importance of freedom of the press and freedom of speech in Hong
Kong, Ronson also specified that the HKJA had no intention to confront
the government in any way.

Freedom of information has also been curtailed by increased censor-
ship. For example, Hong Kong Public Libraries have been systematically
encouraged to removed books considered in opposition to the interests of
national security, including those by pro-democracy activists and politicians
[Wong 2023, 30 May]. Also, on 5 June, the Hong Kong SAR Government’s
Department of Justice (DoJ) applied to the High Court for an injunction
to prohibit, on national security grounds, four types of unlawful activities
related to «Glory to Hong Kong», the protest anthem which became famous
during the 2019-20 protest. Hence, the intent of inciting secession, acting
seditiously, insulting China’s national anthem were prohibited, and arising
emotion for the “independence of Hong Kong” which might indirectly fa-
vour criminal activities [Wong 2023, 7 August]. The authorities noted that
a slogan contained in the song was previously ruled by the court as «seces-
sionist» and that the song itself was «mistakenly» presented as the Chinese
national anthem. The Do]J said the injunction would not have any extra-
territorial or retroactive effects. In August, the Court of First Instance of
the High Court made the decision to refuse granting an interim injunction
not because the activities in questions are legal, but because the court con-
sidered that such activities already constitute criminal offences even with-
out the injunction. Pro-establishment lawmakers immediately criticized the
Court’s decision and urged the government to appeal or amend relevant
laws to deal with the song.

In sum, 2023 confirmed media freedom regression as prodromic to a
more institutionalized erosion of political freedom and consequent adapta-
tion to Mainland standards.

All along 2023, 47 pro-democracy politicians and activists went to
trial under the NSL.

55 pro-democracy politicians and activists were arrested in Hong
Kong in January 2021 under the NSL. However, only 47 of them have been
subsequently formally charged with «conspiracy to commit subversion». 31
had pleaded guilty and the remaining 16 did not [Pang 2023, 29 May].

On 6 February, the day marking the official start of what has been
recognized as the largest NSL trial organized in Hong Kong, scheduled to
last for three months, two more defendants changed their plea to guilty.
Among the 47, 34 remained in custody and 13 were released on bail. The
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34 in custody had been in detention for almost two and a half years by the
end of 2023.

Several months after the first verdicts were officialised, it has become
clear that they should be assessed as divided into two major streams, result-
ing from either exemplary or political trials.

Exemplary punishments have mainly been the result of cases that
have been resolved by referring to sedition law. Colonial-era sedition of-
fences remained in use in Hong Kong, and several convictions have been
formulated under this frame. It seems appropriate to state that the court
decided to punish ordinary people for misbehaviours dating back to the
2019 demonstrations. The aim was to set an example and avoid that similar
episodes could occur again within the Hong Kong society.

For example, on 5 February, delivery worker Wong Chun-kit was sen-
tenced to eight months in prison for publishing online content supporting
Hong Kong independence. Prosecutors said Wong had posted more than
100 seditious messages, including phrases such as «Liberate Hong Kong»,
and had endorsed initiatives «supporting acts of insulting the national an-
them». The prosecutor further specified that Wong Chun-kit spread the
messages with an «extremely high level of penetration», which constituted
«actual and potential threats to public safety» [Wong 2023, 5 January].

On 20 March, both Christian pastor Alan Keung Ka-wai and ex-po-
liceman Chui Chun-man were sentenced to ten months in jail. The former
was judged guilty of «selling seditious publications», such as books relating
to the 2019 protests, targeting Hong Kongers who previously sympathised
with protesters, with the aim of favouring a «resurgence» of anti-govern-
ment sentiment. The latter was judged guilty of posting seditious comments
on the official Hong Kong Police Facebook page aimed at «inciting hatred
and public discontent against the police», with the aim to undermine the
credibility of the Hong Kong Police Force [The Standard 2023, 27 February].

On 29 March, Wong Ho-cheong, former council member of the
dissolved Chinese University of Hong Kong Student Union, was sentenced
to five months in jail. Wong Ho-cheong was also accused of writing online
posts inciting hatred against the CCP and the SAR’s police and judiciary.
He was also found to have promoted children’s books ruled «seditious».
Although the prosecutor admitted that Wong Ho-cheong’s messages had
«limited influence», his actions were nevertheless described as «setting a
time bomb» since they could have incited sympathizers of the 2019 protests
to commit further criminal acts [Wong 2023, 27 March].

All these sentences, which found ordinary citizens guilty of commit-
ting actions that any other protester could have committed, appear to have
been particularly harsh on purpose, to create an atmosphere of fear and
dissuasion within local civil society.

Official prosecutions against pro-democracy politicians and activists,
instead, were postponed to a later moment of the year. The pro-democracy
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defendants included, among others, well-known activist Joshua Wong, 26,
labelled an «extremist» by China’s state media, and Benny Tai, 54, a for-
mer law professor and co-founder of the 2014 Occupy Central movement,
as well as two former MPs, Claudia Mo and Au Nok-hin [Schaeffer 2023,
6 February]. They might all face life in prison if they are found guilty of
«conspiracy to overthrow state power» for having organized an unofficial
primary consultation in July 2020 intended to select opposition candidates
for the legislative elections.

According to prosecutors, the defendants sought to gain a majority
in the city’s partially elected Assembly to threaten to block the budget vote
if the government refused to meet the «five demands» of 2019 pro-democ-
racy protesters. Among these demands, there were the request of an inde-
pendent investigation into alleged police brutality against protesters and
universal suffrage for local elections. According to the prosecution, activists
intended to potentially force the resignation of the then pro-Beijing chief
executive of Hong Kong, Carrie Lam. Actually, Hong Kong Basic Law allows
the chief executive to dissolve the assembly if the budget is vetoed. However,
if the newly elected deputies veto the budget again, the chief executive is
expected to resign.

All these activists were already heard and convicted for numerous in-
fractions during the year. So, for example, on 17 April Joshua Wong was
sentenced to further three months in prison after being convicted of violat-
ing the Police Doxing Injunction and an anonymity order, for publishing an
online post in August 2020 revealing personal details of the police officer
who shot a protester in Sai Wan Ho district in Hong Kong in November
2019 [Chau 2023, 17 April]. However, the final trial against the pro-democ-
racy activists began only in late November and, at the closing of the year
under review, no final decision had been formalized.

It is relevant to highlight in this context that, on 23 May, Chief Ex-
ecutive John Lee announced as «unrealistic» the idea to set a time frame
for closing police investigations. Indeed, according to Hong Kong Police
statistics, at least 10,279 people were arrested in relation to the 2019 an-
ti-Extradition Bill protests. Although, by the end of the year under review,
2,915 of them had already been charged and 1,391 convicted, about 7,000
arrestees were still on police bail pending investigation. Local media have
speculated that the Hong Kong Police Force might decide to drop most of
these cases [Gov.UK 2023]. However, no official statement on investigations
schedule has been released so far.

One last procedure that is worth mentioning is the one targeting Jim-
my Lai (Lai Chee-ying). The 76 years old Hong Kong businessman of Brit-
ish and Taiwanese nationality is the founder of the Giordano clothing store
chain, the media company Next Digital and the popular newspaper Apple
Daily. He had become a major contributor to Hong Kong’s pro-democracy
camp, particularly the Democratic Party. For this reason, his companies have
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been banned in China. Put behind bars on 10 August 2020, Lai’s release on
bail has been regularly refused by Hong Kong authorities. Officially placed
in incommunicado detention on 3 December 2020, Lai was first sentenced
to 14 months in prison in April 2021 then, shortly after, to an additional five
years and nine months for fraud [BBC 2021, 16 April].

Jimmy Lai is currently accused by the Chinese and Hong Kong au-
thorities of foreign collusion, a charge which could earn him life impris-
onment. Initially scheduled for December 2022, the trial was postponed
twice for procedural reasons. To prevent Jimmy Lai from being defended
by British lawyer Tim Owens, the Chinese government granted new powers
to Chief Executive John Lee in 2022 to challenge foreign lawyers in cases
related to national security [Wong 2023, 9 January]. It is therefore a great
local lawyer, Robert Pang, who heads the defence of Jimmy Lai.

The trial against the Jimmy Lai formally started on 18 December and,
at the end of the year under review was still ongoing. It makes sense to
think that local authorities are determined to condemn the press mogul for
seditious links with the United States and for having sought to sow chaos in
Hong Kong in 2019.

2.2. Testing a new relationship with Beijing

When the proposal for reducing from 452 to 88 the number of directly
elected seats for District Councils was formalized on 25 April, the Hong
Kong SAR Government made clear that political freedom was meant to fur-
ther shrink in 2023 [Wu 2023, 12 December].

Sudden changes at the head of the Central Government Liaison Of-
fice (CGLO) and the creation of a Hong Kong and Macao Work Office of the
CCP Central Committee, moving responsibility for Hong Kong from the
State Council to the CCP, further contributed to increase Beijing’s leverage
on Hong Kong policy.

The District Council reform was introduced by Chief Executive John
Lee as an inevitable change aimed at restructuring the councils to respect
the «patriots administering Hong Kong» principle. When, on 2 May, the
Chief Executive disclosed reform details, it became clear that its main goal
was to limit Hong Kong’s citizens capacity to support anti-establishment
candidates. District Councils, which used to have a consultative role in the
governance process, advising the government on public facilities, services,
and funds, were largely elected by popular vote. Today, directly elected can-
didates represents less than 20% councillors, and the possibility that the
number of their seats will be further reduced in the forthcoming years is
realistic.

On 30 May, the District Councils Amendment Bill 2023 was published
in the Government Gazette, confirming that only 20% of seats would be di-
rectly elected, 40% decided by various district-level organizations, and the
remaining 40% appointed by the Chief Executive himself. Also, the new law
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imposed that all councils be chaired by designated government officials,
instead of elected District Councillors [Leung 2023, 6 July].

Seeing its margin for manoeuvre further reduced, if not abolished,
Hong Kong’s second largest pro-democratic political party, the Civic Party,
voted to disband.

The appointment, on 14 January, of Zheng Yanxiong, formerly direc-
tor of the Office for Safeguarding National Security of the Central People’s
Government in the Hong Kong SAR (OSNS), as director of the Central
Government Liaison Office in Hong Kong marked another clear move con-
firming security as the main priority in Xi Jinping’s vision for Hong Kong
[Yu 2023, 16 January].

The OSNS was established in 2020 to secure the CCP with the ca-
pacity of openly conduct intelligence operations in Hong Kong and prose-
cute crimes without being bound by local law. When the new structure was
created, Zheng Yanxiong, former secretary-general of the CCP in Guang-
dong province and fluent Cantonese speaker, was chosen as director, while
Li Jiangzhou, a veteran of the Ministry of State Security (MSS), in a recent
past director of the Ministry’s Hong Kong, Macau and Taiwan office, and
Sun Qingye, a senior MSS official, were picked as deputy directors [Payette
2020, 9 July].

The fact that, after his appointment as CGLO director, Zheng Yanx-
iong kept the role of national security adviser to the OSNS was a further
proof of Beijing’s intention to guarantee maximum coordination between
CGLO and OSNS. A commitment that the CCP confirmed once again in
July 2023, when Dong Jingwei, another former MSS officer, was sent to
Hong Kong to replace Zheng Yanxiong. Zeng’s operational capabilities had
been significantly limited by Washington-imposed sanctions in response to
the crackdown on all forms of opposition that accompanied the implemen-
tation of the National Security Law in Hong Kong on 1 July 2020.

Dong Jingwei made his first public appearance to detail his security
plans for Hong Kong on 2 October [Intelligence Online 2023, 10 October].
In this occasion, Dong specified that Hong Kong was expected to simultane-
ously achieve three objectives with different strategies. First, reinvigorating
its economic growth and prestige as an investment hub. Second, continuing
the transition to ever deeper integration with the rest of China. Third, guar-
anteeing that these two missions would not be hindered by security concerns
or threats.

The three missions have been formally entrusted to different entities.
Economic recovery has been put under the responsibility of Chief Executive
John Lee Ka-chiu; Zheng Yanxiong has been charged of the coordination
with Beijing; finally, Dong Jingwei, in addition to his internal security mis-
sion, has been instructed to step up counterespionage.

Hong Kong continues to be regarded by Beijing as a problematic place
at risk of foreign infiltration. Since the CCP seems persuaded that the special
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administrative region’s economic recovery might further encourage such a
dynamic, Beijing appears to be convinced that more attention and resources
are needed to prevent this from happening. Dong]mgwel s long experience
in the world of intelligence, which has seen him rise to the top of China’s
security apparatus in less than ten years, has made him the best-placed of-
ficial to prevent this scenario. Dong became head of the MSS’s political de-
partment in 2017, following a wave of promotions that launched the careers
of many of Xi Jinping’s Hebei-based loyalists. A year later, Dong became
vice-minister of MSS, a position he held until his arrival in Hong Kong.

In this context, it cannot be surprising to see Chief Executive John
Lee regularly leading delegations of the Hong Kong SAR Government and
the Legislative Council to visit the Greater Bay Area, including Shenzhen
and Guangzhou. The first mission organized in April inaugurated what is
expected to become a new regular habit in creating synergies among Chinese
officials and business representatives in the region [Ouyang 2023, 24 May].

Finally, in March 2023, the CCP formed a new Hong Kong and Macao
work office to replace the Hong Kong and Macao Affairs Office (HKMAO)
of the State Council. The new entity, operating under a dual name, HK-
MAO and Hong Kong and Macao Work Office, was responsible to the CCP
and not to the State Council, as its predecessor. This move, confirmed that
the agency created in 1978 to promote cooperation and coordination of
political, economic, and cultural ties between China and the Special Admin-
istrative Regions of Hong Kong and Macau would become a de facto sec-
retariat of the already existing Central Leading Group on Hong Kong and
Macau Affairs of the CCP. It also made crystal clear that all leverage in terms
of internal appointments was now in the hands of the Standing Committee
on the Politburo, ending a long term tradition which had granted the latter
a more indirect power on HKMAO.

This formal change was prodromic to the organization of the visit
of HKMAO Director Xia Baolong to Hong Kong from 13 to 18 April. On
16 April, Xia visited the Legislative Council and conducted a closed-door
meeting with all 90 members. It was the first ever conducted by a mainland
official in the city [Lin 2024, 22 February].

While Xia Baolong did not make any public remarks during his stay,
other than brief greetings to the press at various events, on 18 April, Chief
Executive John Lee offered a summary of his key message, citing central au-
thorities «six hopes» for Hong Kong. Amongst them there were safeguard-
ing national security and the rule of law, as well as maintaining stability, har-
mony, and prosperity to fully support Hong Kong’s economic development.

3. Reinventing the Hong Kong economy

Hong Kong underwent significant economic shifts in the past year, present-
ing a stark departure from the challenges of 2022. Differently from what
was happening in the political domain, where the level of controls and con-
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straints was rapidly increasing, over 2023 the Chinese leadership proved to
be more interested in adopting new strategies to relaunch local economy.

Aimed at providing a reliable evaluation of Hong Kong economic
performance in 2023 and elaborating scenarios concerning its evolution
in 2024, this section will first assess key economic indicators. These in-
clude GDP growth, consumer prices, foreign direct investment (FDI), and
capital markets. Subsequently, it will scrutinize government’s responses to
Hong Kong contemporary economic challenges, as outlined in the 2023-24
Budget and Policy Address. This section also aims at discussing the evolu-
tion of Hong Kong external economic projection, focusing in particular on
a trend that already started a few years ago, that is the progressive rise of
Singapore as most favourite destination for FDI in Asia.

3.1. GDP Growth Dynamics: A Beacon of Economic Strength

In the year under review, Hong Kong’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP)
emerged as a beacon of economic strength, showcasing resilience and ad-
aptability in the face of various challenges. The third quarter of 2023 wit-
nessed a remarkable year-on-year growth of 4.1% in real terms, marking
a significant uptick from the earlier quarters of the year, which recorded
increases of 2.9% in Q1 and 1.5% in Q2. This positive trajectory not only
surpassed expectations but also underscored the effectiveness of economic
policies and adaptive strategies [HKEO 2023].

Several factors contribute to this robust GDP growth. Firstly, a rebound
in global trade stimulated Hong Kong’s export-oriented economy, fostering
increased economic activity. The strategic positioning of Hong Kong as a
financial hub, coupled with its efficient logistics and well-established trade
networks, played a pivotal role in capitalizing on global economic recoveries.
Additionally, the city’s commitment to innovation, as highlighted in recent
government initiatives, propelled key sectors like technology and finance,
further contributing to GDP expansion [Reuters 2023, 10 November].

The Hong Kong government’s strategic approach to sustaining eco-
nomic growth was evident in its timely adjustments and interventions. The
adjusted economic growth forecast of 3.2% in real terms for 2023 reflected a
proactive stance, ensuring that the economic engine remained fuelled amid
a changing global landscape. The government’s agility in responding to
externalities, combined with the resilience of local businesses, created an
environment conducive to sustained economic expansion.

Amid a dynamic economic landscape, consumer prices in Hong Kong
exhibited stability. In October 2023, overall consumer prices rose by a mod-
est 1.7% compared to the previous year, slightly lower than the correspond-
ing increase of 1.8% in September 2023. This indicated a measured and
controlled inflationary environment, aligning with the government’s fore-
casts of underlying consumer price inflation at 1.8% for the entirety of 2023
[HKTDC 2024].
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The Hong Kong government’s ability to contain inflation amidst
global uncertainties is noteworthy. A multifaceted approach, including pru-
dent monetary policies and strategic fiscal measures, was instrumental in
maintaining price stability. The government’s commitment to ensuring that
inflation remained within manageable limits reflected a keen awareness of
the impact of price fluctuations on the broader economic landscape, par-
ticularly on the purchasing power of consumers.

In the context of the global economic scenario, where inflationary
pressures have been observed in various economies, Hong Kong’s ability to
keep consumer prices in check was proof of the appropriateness of its eco-
nomic management strategies. The government’s forward-looking policies,
coupled with a responsive financial system, contributed to sustaining con-
sumer confidence and domestic demand, further fortifying the resilience of
Hong Kong’s economic foundation [HKTDC 2024].

The synergy between robust GDP growth and stable consumer prices
showcased Hong Kong’s adeptness at achieving a delicate balance in eco-
nomic indicators. The positive growth trajectory seemed proof of a renewed
vibrancy of Hong Kong’s economy, driven by global trade, strategic sec-
tors, and innovative endeavours. Simultaneously, the measured approach
towards inflation containment underscored the government’s commitment
to ensuring economic stability and safeguarding the interests of consumers.

3.2. Foreign Divect Investments and Capital Market

Hong Kong’s standing in global Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) flows is
nothing short of impressive. The UNCTAD World Investment Report 2023
reveals that FDI inflows to Hong Kong reached a substantial US$ 117.7
billion in 2022, firmly securing Hong Kong’s place as the world’s 4™ most
favoured destination for foreign investments [HKTDC 2024]. This global
ranking positioned Hong Kong in the company of economic powerhouses
such as the United States, Mainland China, and Singapore, highlighting its
attractiveness to international investors.

Several factors contributed to Hong Kong’s remarkable FDI inflow
dynamics. Firstly, its strategic geographical location as a gateway to Chi-
na and other Asian markets makes it an ideal investment destination. The
city’s well-established legal and financial infrastructure, coupled with a busi-
ness-friendly environment, further enhances its appeal. The Belt and Road
Initiative and the Greater Bay Area development also play pivotal roles,
attracting investments and creating opportunities that bolster Hong Kong’s
global standing [HKTDC 2024].

Equally significant was Hong Kong’s prowess in FDI outflows, where
it secured a notable 7™ position globally. Outflows totalling US$ 103.6
billion underscored the city’s role as a global player in international in-
vestments [HKTDC 2024]. While the United States, Japan, and China lead
in outflows, Hong Kong’s substantial presence in this arena reflected its
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role not just as a destination but also as a source of capital on the global
investment stage.

Hong Kong’s outbound investments contribute to global economic
dynamics, fostering international collaborations and business ventures. The
city’s outflow dynamics signify a diversified and globally engaged investor
base, with Hong Kong-based enterprises actively participating in ventures
across various industries and regions.

As of March 2023, Hong Kong’s stock market stood tall as the 4™ larg-
est in Asia and the 7™ largest globally, boasting an impressive total market
capitalization of US$ 4.7 trillion. This resilience speaks volumes about the
city’s financial strength and its pivotal role in global capital markets [BNP
Paribas 2023].

The resilience of Hong Kong’s stock market can be attributed to sev-
eral key drivers. Firstly, its status as a global financial hub attracts a diverse
range of investors, ensuring liquidity and stability. Additionally, the city’s
robust regulatory framework and transparent market practices instil confi-
dence among market participants. The strategic initiatives by the govern-
ment and financial institutions to enhance market efficiency and attractive-
ness have also contributed to its resilience.

Hong Kong’s performance as the 4" largest IPO fundraising market
globally further cemented its status as a global fundraising hub. In 2021
alone, the city raised a staggering US$ 12.7 billion through initial public
offerings, showcasing its ability to attract capital and support companies in
their growth journeys [BNP Paribas 2023].

The success of Hong Kong’s IPO market has not only provided com-
panies with access to capital but has also fostered innovation and entrepre-
neurship. It signifies a vibrant ecosystem that encourages businesses to go
public, contributing to economic growth and job creation.

3.3. Economic outlook and challenges: navigating a delicate balance between
government initiatives and formal policy addresses

Hong Kong’s economic landscape in 2023 suggested a positive trajectory,
marked by GDP growth and strong market performance. However, chal-
lenges persisted, notably the weakening external demand and a significant
tightening of monetary conditions. Rising interest rates since March 2022
have impacted domestic demand, particularly affecting the property mar-
ket. Fiscal policy remained expansionary, contributing to a delicate balance
in sustaining economic recovery.

Despite sound macroeconomic fundamentals and well-regulated ser-
vices, Hong Kong faced challenges, such as a declining investment ratio,
and demographic concerns, including talent shortages and an aging pop-
ulation. Authorities were responding proactively, 1ntr0duc1ng initiatives to
attract investments and talents, with a focus on innovation, digitalization,
and technology development [Reuters 2023, 10 November].
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In the dynamic landscape of Hong Kong’s «economic rejuvenation»,
as requested by Beijing, the government has formalized its commitment to
steer the course toward resilience and growth. The amalgamation of mea-
sures from the 2023-24 Budget and the Policy Address 2023, spearheaded
by Financial Secretary Paul Chan and Chief Executive John Lee respectively,
seemed to encapsulate a strategic vision aimed to fortify the city’s economic
foundations.

Financial Secretary Paul Chan’s, unveiling of the 2023-24 Budget,
unfolded a comprehensive set of measures aimed at bolstering economic
resilience. Among the key initiatives, there was the issuance of electronic
consumption vouchers, totalling HK$ 5,000, distributed in instalments to
eligible Hong Kong residents. This targeted injection of funds directly into
the hands of consumers was designed to stimulate domestic spending, pro-
viding a crucial boost to various sectors of the economy [HKTDC 2024].

Recognizing the pivotal role of entrepreneurship in driving economic
vitality, the budget allocated additional funding of HK$ 550 million to the
Hong Kong Trade Development Council (HKTDC) over five financial years.
This financial infusion was strategically directed to support entrepreneurs,
enabling them to capitalize on emerging opportunities arising from the Belt
and Road Initiative and the Greater Bay Area development. The emphasis
on entrepreneurial endeavours aligned with Hong Kong’s commitment to
remaining at the forefront of global economic trends.

Furthermore, an injection of HK$ 500 million into the Branding, Up-
grading, and Domestic Sales (BUD Fund) was accompanied by the launch
of «BUD Easy», to expedite application processing. This initiative aimed to
streamline and facilitate the application process, making it more accessible
for businesses to leverage the fund for branding, upgrading, and expanding
their domestic sales [HKTDC 2024].

The budget placed a strategic focus on advancing research and
development, particularly in cutting-edge fields such as life and health
technology and microelectronics. With an allocation of HK$ 6 billion for
universities and research institutes to establish thematic research centres,
the government aimed to catalyse innovation and technological advance-
ments [HKTDC 2024]. The creation of a Microelectronics Research and
Development Institute further underscored Hong Kong’s commitment
to enhancing collaboration among academia, research and development
centres, and industry players in the realm of microelectronics. From a
strategic perspective, the huge allocation of funding resulting in the cre-
ation of this unit also aimed to achieve the broader PRC’s goal of decreas-
ing its dependence on semiconductors manufactured in the United States
and Taiwan.

Chief Executive John Lee’s 2023 Policy Address also aligned with
the government’s commitment to steering Hong Kong toward strategic
socio-economic horizons. The address outlined initiatives that transcend-
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ed traditional boundaries, fostering collaborations and positioning Hong
Kong as a hub for high-quality enterprises.

A standout initiative was the contemplation of collaboration between
the Hong Kong Investment Corporation Limited and the Guangdong Pro-
vincial Government through the GBA Investment Fund. This collaborative
effort aimed to fund projects within the Greater Bay Area (GBA) that prom-
ised both social and economic benefits. The focus on collaboration within
the GBA showcased Hong Kong’s commitment to regional integration and
capitalized on the collective potential of the area [HKTDC 2024].

To strengthen connections and cooperation with ASEAN and Mid-
dle Eastern markets, the policy outlines planned to establish additional
business and trade offices along the Belt and Road (B&R). This strategic
move aimed not only to facilitate economic partnerships but also to pro-
mote Hong Kong’s aspirations to enhance its position in regional econom-
ic frameworks, including the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partner-
ship (RCEP).

John Lee’s vision extended to fostering a «headquarters economy»,
attracting high-quality enterprises both domestically and internationally
[HKTDC 2024]. Leveraging the dual circulation initiative, measures such
as capital account-related investments were explored to facilitate the estab-
lishment of Mainland enterprises in Hong Kong. This initiative represented
a strategic approach to position Hong Kong as a preferred destination for
businesses seeking a stable and innovation-friendly environment.

3.4. China’s ambitions in Hong Kong: a focus on 2023 financial evolutions

In 2023, China confirmed its intention to further tighten its control over
Hong Kong’s financial system. Hong Kong is part of China and, conse-
quently, it is natural for the CCP to establish a firm control over its finan-
cial system. Nonetheless, the trend that emerged in 2023 was less a control
over Hong Kong’s financial system than a systematic subordination of Hong
Kong’s priorities and policies to those of China. At the ideological level,
this move was justified in an article published in December 2023 in Qiushi,
the Communist Party’s official theoretical journal. The article explained the
guidelines to lay the foundations of a «finance with Chinese characteris-
tics», anchored to the principles of a sinified Marxism and aimed at trans-
forming China into a great financial power [Qiush: 2023, 1 December]. This
statement signalled a shift toward reinforcing the influence of President Xi
and his thought on various financial institutions, including banks, pension
funds, and insurers in China.

This ideological shift was viewed as a significant departure from the
previous trend of encouraging innovation and profit-maximizing endeav-
ours in the financial sector. Barry Naughton suggested that the financial
sector was now expected to align more closely with government policies,
indicating a move away from market-oriented reforms.
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International banks with substantial operations in mainland China,
such as HSBC, BNP Paribas, and JPMorgan Chase, have fallen under the
purview of Beijing regulators. Not surprisingly, some financial institutions
have been scaling back their operations, with Citibank selling its consumer
wealth management business in mainland China to HSBC [The New York
Times 2023, 5 December].

President Xi’s assertive control over finance aligned with a broader
trend of reversing liberalization that had been gradually taking place for
almost four decades. The Qiushi essay emphasized a dedication to centraliz-
ing and unifying party leadership over financial work, consolidating politi-
cal influence over economic and financial matters.

Despite these changes, the statement fell short of providing specific
solutions to address China’s financial challenges, including rising debt, wid-
ening budget deficits, and the insolvency of major borrowers in the real es-
tate sector. Moody’s recent downgrade of China’s credit outlook to negative
reflected growing concerns about the country’s financial stability [The New
York Times 2023, 5 December].

As China continued to navigate economic complexities, the ideolog-
ical stance outlined in Qiushi underscored President Xi’s commitment to
tightening control over Hong Kong’s financial landscape. The lack of spe-
cific policy prescriptions and the delay in a long-expected party committee
gathering for the Third Plenum have raised questions about the challenges
ahead and potential disarray in economic policymaking. Vice Premier He
Lifeng, head of the Central Financial Working Committee, who was playing
a pivotal role in shaping China’s economic policies, emphasized the inter-
twining of political and economic considerations in the nation’s financial
landscape.

3.5. Hong Kong’s external economic projection

In 2022, Hong Kong’s total merchandise trade amounted to HK$ 9,459.1
billion. Key trading partners encompassed Mainland China, the Association
of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), the European Union (EU), and the
United States. Hong Kong’s role as a vital contributor to global trade was
underscored by its dynamic partnerships with these influential economies.

Hong Kong’s commitment to free trade was exemplified by its proac-
tive approach to expanding its network of Free Trade Agreements (FTAs).
By the end of the year under review, Hong Kong had signed eight FTAs
with diverse economies, including China, New Zealand, the European Free
Trade Association (EFTA) member states, Chile, Macao Special Administra-
tive Region, ASEAN, Georgia, and Australia [CEDB 2023].

The European Union stands out as a crucial trading partner for Hong
Kong. The strategic alliance was strengthened by FTAs and Investment
Agreements (IAS). With a total of 23 IAS signed with 32 foreign economies
[CEDB 2023], Hong Kong’s concerted efforts aimed to facilitate two-way in-
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vestment flows, providing assurances to overseas investors while safeguard-
ing the interests of Hong Kong investors in international markets.

All along 2023, the Middle East also emerged as a new focal point for
Hong Kong business strategy. In a noteworthy departure from what could
be described as a traditional historical neglect, Hong Kong businesses have
shifted their focus towards the Middle East, propelled by the deepening
economic and trade ties facilitated by the Belt and Road Initiative. Chief
Executive John Lee’s diplomatic missions to Saudi Arabia and the Unit-
ed Arab Emirates resulted in significant strides, including the signing of
memoranda of understanding. These agreements reflected a commitment
to cooperation on economic diversification, sustainable development, and
foreign investments [HKTDC 2023].

Secretary for Commerce and Economic Development Algernon Yau
has regularly emphasized the potential for mutually beneficial cooper-
ation between Hong Kong and Middle Eastern countries. Hong Kong is
strategically positioned to contribute substantially to projects in finance,
logistics, innovation, and technology (I&T), and urban and infrastructure
management in the Middle East. Additionally, the growing interest from
Middle Eastern stakeholders in the development of the Guangdong-Hong
Kong-Macao Greater Bay Area highlighted Hong Kong’s increasing appeal
as a gateway to the larger Chinese market.

Notably, Hong Kong became the UAE’s seventh-largest export market
in 2023, marking a significant improvement in the bilateral partnership.
Negotiations for an investment promotion and protection agreement with
Saudi Arabia, initiated after the Chief Executive’s delegation visit, indicated
a positive trajectory in economic relations. The establishment of a Hong
Kong economic and trade office in Dubai since 2021 has contributed to
enhanced regional trade ties [HKTDC 2023].

Following the conclusion of the 8" Belt and Road Summit, Hong
Kong was poised to capitalize on its outcomes to further enhance ties with
BRI economies and foster people-to-people and cultural connections.
Hong Kong’s active integration into overall national development re-
mained evident, with sustained participation in joint BRI construction and
deepened cooperation with Middle Eastern countries across various sectors
[HKTDC 2023].

The strategic aspect of this economic rapprochement also deserves
further attention. The rapid economic growth in the Gulf Cooperation
Council states aligned with China’s successful mediation in restoring dip-
lomatic relations between Saudi Arabia and Iran. Hong Kong sees a sub-
stantial opportunity to contribute to the economic diversification efforts
of Middle Eastern countries. According to David Sit of the Hong Kong
Trade Development Council, the UAE and Saudi Arabia are actively de-
veloping non-oil sectors, showcasing marked improvements in these new
sectors [HKTDC 2023]. Examples such as Jacky’s Group of Companies
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and Crystal Palace Lighting highlight how businesses are expanding into
the Middle East, contributing to local economic transformation and show-
casing Hong Kong’s potential to facilitate business ties among the Middle
East, China, and wider Asia. A new economic strategy seems emerging,
which sends Hong Kong on a scouting trip to countries that Beijing deems
interesting, in the hope that Hong Kong’s reputation as a business-orient-
ed reality will help to open the doors, at a later date, to Chinese economic
players.

3.6. Singapore vs Hong Kong

In the ever-evolving landscape of Asian FDIs, Singapore continued to
emerge as a formidable contender, potentially surpassing Hong Kong as
the most favoured destination. Notable names in the finance industry, in-
cluding billionaire Ray Dalio, have established a presence in Singapore,
and finance moguls like Ken Griffin and Steve Cohen are actively expand-
ing their teams in the city-state. Singapore is making significant strides in
the wealth management sector, attracting substantial foreign assets. The
influx of finance professionals escaping Hong Kong’s stringent Zero-COV-
ID policies further boosted Singapore’s appeal in 2023 [TIME 2023, 6
October].

Singapore’s asset management industry has witnessed exponential
growth, with wealth overseen doubling to approximately US$ 4 trillion
in just six years. Notably, around 80% of this wealth is of foreign origin.
BlackRock Inc. and the Ontario Teachers’ Pension Plan are among the
major players expanding their presence in Singapore. Even Swiss banks
have established substantial operations in the city-state; in particular UBS
Group AG, which has made Hong Kong the firm’s largest operational ba-
sis in Asia [OnDemand International 2023; TIME 2023, 6 October].

Singapore is projected to experience a 9% growth in foreign wealth
over the next five years (2023-2028). The city-state’s appeal lies in its po-
litical stability, highly educated workforce, low tax rates, and incentives
for multinational firms to establish Asian headquarters [TIME 2023, 6
October]. Moreover, Singapore’s strategic location in Southeast Asia en-
hances its attractiveness to investment managers focusing on the region
and doubting on the one hand that China will remain their major focus
in the region, and, on the other, that Hong Kong can serve as the most
convenient location from where to mediate all interests in Asia, China
included. It seems consistent to assume that the approval of Hong Kong
new National Security Law as well as the inclusion of Article 23 in the Basic
Law in March 2024 are inevitably going to further accelerate the exodus
from Hong Kong, no matter the initiatives the local government will con-
ceive to stop this trend. The uncertainty about Hong Kong future is, in
fact, making this trend highly possible.
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4. Conclusion

Although before and during the pandemic it was still somehow legitimate
to take into consideration the possibility that Hong Kong would retain a
minimum of autonomy, despite the implementation of the National Secu-
rity Law, today the fate of the former British colony appears to be starkly
different.

If 2022 can be considered the year of censorship tightening and legal
framework strengthening, aimed at controlling and punishing all forms of
dissent, 2023 should rather be described as the year marking the begin-
ning of political change for Hong Kong. If, on the one hand, the approved
political and administrative reforms confirm a clear intent to favour the
centralization of decisions in the hands of a government which, in turn,
is increasingly dependent on Beijing, on the other, it is clear how, from
an economic and financial point of view, Hong Kong was called upon to
harmonize objectives and strategies with the more general vision of China.

To facilitate the transition, Hong Kong was equipped with a new
Hong Kong and Macao affairs Office (HKMAO), which directly depends
on the CCP, and that is coordinated by fonctionnaires emanating from the
Chinese intelligence apparatus.

As it has happened on mainland China, security through surveillance
is now considered a priority over economic development and financial
gains. The more time passes, the more Hong Kong finds itself governed
with the same vision and strategies as any other Chinese province. For this
reason, it is realistic to imagine that this evolution will continue in the near
future. Until complete assimilation.
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The year in review was marked by a year-long electoral campaign for the presiden-
tial and legislative elections eventually held on 13 January 2024. The candidate of
the Democratic Progressive Party, Vice-President Lai Ching-te, won the presidential
race, beating the Kuomintang candidate Hou Yu-ih and the Taiwan People’s Party
Ko Wen-je. Yet Lai’s party lost the majority in Taiwan’s unicameral parliament, the
Legislative Yuan, for the first time since 2016, whereas the Kuomintang obtained a
majority of seats without, however, reaching an absolute majority itself The attempts
by both the Kuomintang and Beijing to frame the elections as a choice between «war
and peace», portraying the DPP as solely responsible for the ongoing tensions in
the Taiwan Strait, were not successful. Similarly, Beijing’s own pressure playbook
once agamn failed to shape a Tatwanese electoral contest in its favour. Yet the DPP’s
dwindling electoral performance, reflecting an inability to address structural issues
of the island’s economy, revealed inherent weaknesses in its own playbook to remain
m power — especially as Ko’s Tatwan People’s Party searches for votes in similar
constituencies. Outside of the domestic arena, Lai has promised continuity with the
Tsai administration, which has continued to enjoy incremental support from Western
and regional liberal democracies. Sceptical voices over the need to support Taiwan
vis-a-vis China from both America and the European Union, as well as the slow pace
n the development of trade relations, have however sown doubts in the solidity of
support for Taiwan.

Keyworps — Taiwan; China; Cross-Strait relations.

1. Introduction

This essay explores the developments that occurred in the Republic of Chi-
na (Taiwan) — henceforth ROC - in the fields of cross-Strait relations, in-
ternational politics, domestic economy, and politics in 2023, as well as the
results of the general election held on 13 January 2024. The first part of
the essay provides a snapshot of the electoral results. The second examines

* Taiwanese and Chinese people’s names and place names are Romanized in
Hanyu Pinyin, with the exception of Taiwanese people’s names and place names that
have other commonly used spelling. Traditional Chinese characters are used for
sources and people’s names from Taiwan. Simplified Chinese characters are used for
sources and people’s names form the People’s Republic of China.
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the unfolding of the electoral campaign with a focus on the presidential
elections. The third covers the evolution of the triangular relation between
Taipei, Beijing, and Washington. The fourth assesses developments in Tai-
wan’s external relations with European and Indo-Pacific actors. The fifth
provides a snapshot of the major economic indicators for the year under
examination. Finally, the conclusion sums up the findings of this article.

2. The results of the 2024 elections

On 13 December 2023, Taiwanese voters elected the new president of the
Republic of China (ROC) and the new members of the unicameral parlia-
ment, the Legislative Yuan (LY). William Lai Ching-te ($851#), vice-presi-
dent during Tsai Ing-wen’s (%434 3() second term and candidate of the Dem-
ocratic Progressive Party (RFEiEL ¥, DPP), won the presidential election
with 5,586,019 votes, 40% of the total. Lai recorded 2,584,212 fewer votes
than Tsai in 2020. In contrast with Lai, Tsai had also obtained a 57% share
of the popular vote in the previous electoral round. Lai won a contested
three-way presidential race against the Kuomintang’s (B R#, KMT) can-
didate, the mayor of New Taipei, Hou Yu-ih ({% /& H), and the candidate of
the Taiwan People’s Party (6 K5, TPP), the former mayor of Taipei,
Ko Wen-je (f132%7). Hou obtained 4,671,021 votes, amounting to 33.4%. Ko
instead came third, with 3,690,466 votes, amounting to 26.4% [CEC 2024a].
Lai’s victory meant that a political party in Taiwan was able to elect its presi-
dential candidate for the third consecutive time since the completion of the
democratization process on the island in 1996.

Despite the victory of its candidate in the presidential election, the
DPP failed to win a parliamentary majority for the first time since 2016. As
in previous rounds, the legislative election was contested with a mixed sys-
tem. Taiwanese voters elected 73 district legislators with the first-past-the-
post system, 34 legislators-at-large with a party-list proportional system,
and six legislators for indigenous constituencies with a single non-trans-
ferable system [Huang 2017]. The KMT resulted as the largest party in
the LY, obtaining 52 of 113 available seats, in contrast to the 38 seats won
in 2020. In detail, it elected 39 district legislators, accounting for 39.96%
of the total share (5,401,933 votes). It also elected 13 legislators-at-large,
accounting in this case for 34.58% of the total share (4,764,293) [CEC
2024b]. The 2 LY legislators, elected as independent members, a district
legislator and an indigenous-constituency legislator, also caucused with
the KMT, constituting a 54-seat-strong bloc, which, however, was still 3
seats short of the 57-seat threshold for a parliamentary majority. On its
part, the DPP, while still obtaining the highest number of votes for a sin-
gle party, elected only 51 legislators, against the 61 elected in 2020. For-
ty-eight were elected as district legislators (6,095,276 votes, 45.09%), while
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the other 13 were elected as legislators-at-large (4,981,060 votes, 36.16%)
[CEC 2024b]. The TPP resulted as the third force also in the legislative
election, winning 8 seats — three more than in 2020 — all of them being
legislators-at-large (3,040,334 votes, 22.07%). It failed, however, to win
any seat among the district legislators, gaining only 403,357 votes (2.98%
of the total share) [CEC 2024b].

The election’s result suggested that the TPP would then force either
the KMT or the DPP to reach a compromise to elect the new LY president
(a position equivalent to that of the «speaker» in the political systems of the
Anglosphere). Yet, the KMT was ultimately able to elect its 2020 presidential
candidate, former Kaohsiung mayor, and deep-blue firebrand Han Kuo-yu
(¥#[3F)." TPP legislators abstained from the second round of voting (in
which only a plurality of votes, rather than the majority, was necessary) after
having pro forma supported the candidature of their representative Huang
Shan-shan G [Hsiao 2024, 1 February]. The KMT’s control of the
LY presidency, tasked with «presiding and overseeing the meetings of the
Legislative Yuan and of the various legislative committees» [L&RD], was
expected to impact the DPP’s legislative agenda for the next four years. The
DPP’s defeat in the legislative election, however, will not result in a «co-hab-
itation» scenario, as in the case of other semi-presidential systems like the
French Republic, as the nomination of a premier (officially the «President of
the Executive Yuan») is a prerogative of the president of the Republic [Fell
2018: 54-61].

3. A year-long countdown to the elections

The ruling DPP entered 2023 in a difficult position, primarily because
of the state of the Taiwanese economy. After an ebullient 2021, Taiwan’s
economy entered troubled waters in 2022. Rising energy prices and in-
flationary trends driven by the war in Ukraine and the sputtering recov-
ery of the global economy after the COVID-19 pandemic exacerbated the
long-unsolved structural issues of the Taiwanese economy. They include
low wages, high living costs, with particularly pressing social issues stem-
ming from scarce access to the real estate market for youth and labourers,

1. In the jargon of Taiwanese politics, the term «blue» is associated with the
KMT and KMT-adjacent political actors and constituencies. More broadly, the term is
associated with a Chinese national identity and positions on cross-Strait relations that
range from amity with China to unification with Beijing. Those who support unifica-
tion are defined as «deep-blue». The term «green» is associated instead to the DPP
and DPP-adjacent political actors and constituencies. The «green» share a Taiwanese
national identity and display positions over China ranging from maintenance of the
status quo to Taiwan independence. See: Rigger 2016, More recently, the «white» has
been used in relation to the TPP.
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insufficient public transportation infrastructure, lingering inequalities in
the education system, and inadequate measures for the social care of in-
fants and the elderly [Yu 2023, 20 December]. The public’s understand-
able focus on economic issues, in fact, shifted the electoral contest to a
terrain favourable to the two leading opposition parties, the KMT and the
TPP. This trend was already visible in the trouncing the DPP experienced
in the November 2022 local elections, in which it was soundly beaten by
the KMT.

Similar concerns among the Taiwanese electorate had emerged al-
ready in the lead-up to the 2020 elections. Against the backdrop of Chi-
nese multi-domain pressure targeting Taiwan since Tsai’s victory in 2016,
the KMT had been initially successful in portraying the DPP as ultimately
responsible for increasing tensions in the Strait and the negative repercus-
sions suffered by the Taiwanese economy, enjoying an early lead in the polls
prior to the summer of 2019. It had done so by exploiting the public’s un-
certainty over the actual nature of the so-called «1992 Consensus». This is a
formulation endorsed by both the CCP and the KMT, which states that both
the Mainland and Taiwan belong to «One China», even though the KMT’s
own version states that this «One China» is the ROC, not the PRC. The 1992
Consensus regulated relations between Beijing and Taipei during the Ma
Ying-jeou presidency, which the DPP has refused to abide by since it came
back to power [Wang 2019], while glossing over Beijing’s own continuing,
subtle shifting of the content of the «consensus» itself [Insisa 2021]. Howev-
er, the candidature of a political figure catering to the most pro-China, most
conservative constituencies of the KMT electorate such as Han Kuo-yu, and,
above all, the Taiwanese public’s revulsion for Beijing’s repression of the
2019-20 Hong Kong protests [Chong et al. 2023], paved the way for Tsai’s
triumphant election and for the DPP’s continuing control of the LY major-
ity in 2020. Furthermore, these trends certified the diminished stature of
the KMT in the presidential elections, a context in which security concerns
about China more profoundly shape electors’ choices. In this situation, the
KMT was unable to leverage its local networks of patronage, which continue
to make it competitive in legislative and county-level elections [Fell 2018:
132-149].

Scepticism toward Beijing and limited outreach of the KMT among
an electorate for whom historical, socio-cultural, and political ties with Chi-
na have scarce salience remained established trends of the Taiwanese elec-
toral landscape throughout 2023 and at the ballot in January 2024 [Lee et
al. 2023]. What changed, however, was growing disillusionment among the
electorate that enabled Tsai’s and the DPP’s victories in 2016 and 2020,
for the DPP’s inability to address structural issues that plagues Taiwan’s so-
cio-economic condition, in particular housing and low wages. This discon-
tent was effectively captured by Ko Wen-je and his electoral vehicle, the
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TPP, a personalist populist party.? Ko had decided to sit out the presidential
elections and to only field candidates for the legislative elections in 2020.
He decided however to run in 2023, officially launching his campaign as the
TPP presidential candidate on 17 May. As early as 2019, Academia Sinica
scholar Lin Thunghong had highlighted how Ko had been capable of mo-
bilizing the «losers of globalization» within Taiwanese society, namely small
business owners and local youth who have been the most affected by «grow-
ing social inequality and fewer economic opportunities» [Klein et al. 2022].

Thus, the DPP continued to emphasise Beijing’s intentions to alter
the status quo and the threat that its plans pose to the island’s autonomy,
attempting to shift the focus from the domestic economy to security. On its
part, the KMT largely adopted the same playbook as in 2020, presenting
itself as the only party capable of both avoiding war and relaunching the
local economy because of its close relations with Beijing based on the «1992
Consensus». Differently put, the KMT essentially promised to turn back the
clock of cross-Strait relations to the second Ma term (2008-2012) [Insisa
2021], a period in which Taiwan appeared to be able to enjoy the fruits of
amicable relations with China without having to commit to unification. Ko’s
message did not stray far from that of the KMT, but with a crucial differ-
ence. While the KMT’s cross-Strait policy suffered from the self-imposed
straightjackets of the 1992 Consensus and the defence of Chinese national-
ism, Ko could do away with such unpopular constructs. He promised instead
apparently common-sense but ultimately vacuous solutions to the dilemma
of managing relations with the Xi administration [Mazzetta 2023]. This ap-
proach allowed focusing on the economy and on the plight of low-wage
workers and especially urban youth, «betrayed» by the DPP technocratic
rule but unwilling to vote for a gerontocratic, pro-China KMT.

The path towards the nomination was relatively straightforward for
both Lai and Hou. Following President Tsai’s resignation from the party
chairpersonship after the DPP defeat in the nine-in-one local elections in
November 2022, Lai was elected the new Chairperson of the party on 15
January, a clear signal that he would run as the DPP presidential candidate
ayear later. In his first speech as chairperson, Lai immediately emphasized
how, under his guidance, the party would continue to follow the so-called
«four adherences» (MU E2£F) outlined by President Tsai in 2021 — a formula

2. A personalist party is one in which: ‘the central figure is the leader’ and
‘organizational structures and procedures are nearly irrelevant for the functional op-
erations usually associated with parties’. See: Kostadinova & Levitt 2014, 500. While
there are competing definition of populist parties, Weyland fleshes out the nexus
between personalism and populism in the following terms: ‘populism is best defined
as a political strategy through which a personalistic leader seeks or exercises gov-
ernment power based on direct, unmediated, uninstitutionalized support from large
numbers of mostly unorganized followers’. See: Weyland 2001, 14.
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aimed at preserving the current political status quo across the Strait [DPP
2023]. In other words, Lai promised that his presidency would continue to
follow the path set by Tsai in handling cross-Strait relations, thus refusing
to enter any negotiation aiming to subordinate Taiwan to the People’s Re-
public of China (PRC), but at the same time implying that Taipei would not
attempt to move towards independence.

Lai’s intention to guarantee continuity with the past was signalled to
domestic constituencies as well as to Chinese, and Western (especially Amer-
ican) decision-makers. More specifically, Lai’s first speech was an attempt to
pre-emptively defang accusations from political adversaries in Taiwan and
to assuage the potential doubts of foreign countries, primarily the United
States, that had deepened relations with Taipei under Tsai, given his ex-
plicit pro-independence positions in the past. Prior to his rise to the higher
echelons of Taiwanese politics, Lai had stated to be a «political worker for
Taiwan independence» [Insisa 2018:137]. None of these moves, however,
changed Beijing’s public perception of Lai as a de facto pro-independence
candidate, as showed by its propaganda system [Wang 2023, 1 May].

Eventually, Lai was announced as the presidential candidate on 12
April. A first challenge for his campaign emerged as early as June when a
former DPP staffer, Chen Chien-jou (Bf¥TEf), accused a division head of
having silenced her attempt to report a case of sexual misconduct within
the party, leading to a wave of similar allegations by other party members.
The DPP majority in the LY swiftly responded to this major challenge with a
series of amendments to the sexual harassment prevention laws in order to
control the damage [Wang J. 2023, 16 August].

The KMT waited instead until 17 May to formalize the nomination
of Hou Yu-ih as its presidential candidate, even though he had been the
front-runner since autumn 2022. Earlier in March, the party Chairman Eric
Chu Li-lun (43Zffr) announced that, in an attempt to select a candidate
with broad electoral appeal, the KMT had foregone the presidential pri-
maries [Shih & Chin 2023, 23 March]. This rather paradoxical decision
was due to the fact that, in the past, presidential primaries had selected
two profoundly inadequate candidates with scarce appeal outside the most
«deep-blue» constituencies: Hung Hsiu-chu (4t 554F) in 2015 and Han Kuo-
yu in 2019. In the months prior to the nomination, the KMT’s shuttle party
diplomacy to China was especially active. Vice Chairman Andrew Hsia Li-
yan (¥ 37.7) visited China in February, meeting with the new Director of the
Taiwan Affairs Office (TAO) of the State Council, Song Tao (5R¥%). During
the meeting, Hsia and Song reaffirmed the cooperation between the two
parties based on the common political foundation of the «1992 Consen-
sus» [TAO 2023a]. A few days before Hou’s nomination, the other KMT
vice chairman, Sean Lian Sheng-wen (P 3), also met with Song, once
again reaffirming the «consensus» as the linchpin in the relation between
Beijing and the KMT [TAO 2023b]. Hou himself expressed his support for
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the «consensus» on 3 July [Xinhua 2023, 3 July]. Simply put, after the timid
attempts by former-Party Chairman Johnny Chiang Chi-chen (JLE{E) to
steer the KMT beyond a conceptualization of cross-Strait relations increas-
ingly unappealing to the Taiwanese public in 2020 [Hille 2020, 6 March],
the KMT resorted to turning back the clock and proposing the same mes-
sage that drove it to electoral defeat in 2016 and 2020. In doing this, the
party ignored in particular the relatively subtle but meaningful shifts in
Beijing’s interpretation of the 1992 Consensus since the Ma years — from a
baseline to manage relations with Taipei to a precondition for maintaining
economic ties to a commitment to unification under the «one country, two
systems» framework [Insisa 2021].

By the end of August, the electoral race was shaken up by Foxconn
tycoon Terry Gou Tai-ming’s (¥8 &$#) announcement on 28 August that he
would launch a new presidential bid as an independent candidate. Gou had
already launched a presidential bid for the 2020 elections, being defeated
by Han Kuo-yu in the KMT presidential primaries. While Gou never polled
high enough to be competitive, his announcement posed a particular chal-
lenge for Hou, as both candidates would arguably compete for the same
conservative, Chinese nationalist constituencies. The first TVBS poll con-
ducted after Gou’s announcement saw Lai at 30%, Hou at 19%, Ko at 23%,
and Gou at 14% [‘TVBS’ 2023a].

Between July and August, Lai and Hou took similar steps in engag-
ing with the US. On 4 July, an opinion column under Lai’s name appeared
in The Wall Street Journal. The opinion piece outlined a «four-pillar plan»
for maintaining «peace» in the Strait: shoring up deterrence, improving
economic security by diversifying supply chains away from China, fostering
economic and political relations with other democratic countries, and man-
aging cross-Strait relations with «pragmatism and consistency» [Lai 2023,
4 July]. An article under Hou’s name appeared instead on the web edition
of the magazine Foreign Affairs. The article outlined a «three-D» strategy
consisting of «deterrence, dialogue, and de-escalation», reiterating support
for the KMT’s understanding of the 1992 Consensus and inflating the risk
of a push for Taiwan independence by the DPP, as well as accusing the rul-
ing party of being responsible for current cross-Strait tensions and for a
«precipitous and impractical» energy transition [Hou 2023, 18 September].
Both Lai and Hou also visited the US prior to the elections. Lai arrived in
the country in August in his capacity as vice president for a stopover visit
on the way to one of the ROC’s few remaining diplomatic allies, Paraguay.
In Washington, he publicly met personnel of the American Institute in Tai-
wan, the US’ «unofficial embassy» in the island [Hamacher & Lee 2023, 17
August]. Hou visited the US in September, four years after his predecessor
as KMT presidential candidate, Han Kuo-yu, had made the path-breaking
decision to renounce the traditional pre-electoral visit to the US [Hsu et al.
2023, 20 September].
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As the electoral campaign entered its most heated phase, former
President Ma Ying-jeou (J§¥ /L) took the central stage to engineer a DPP
defeat by uniting the other candidates. Ma’s attempt to directly shape the
public debate was evident on 2 October when he announced that he would
boycott the annual ceremony for the ROC National Day, commonly known
as the «double-ten» event, over the Tsai administration’s decision to use the
English title «Taiwan National Day» for the new logo without mention of
the ROC [Chung 2023, 2 October]. The former President was eventually
joined in his boycott by the KMT presidential candidate. This was a two-
pronged manoeuvre, on the one hand pressuring deep-blue independent
candidate Terry Gou to drop the race, and on the other to convince Ko,
the TPP candidate, to join the KMT in a «blue-white» electoral alliance.
The negotiations monopolized political conversations in Taiwan for much
of October and November. An agreement between the parties repeatedly
seemed on the verge of being finalized, with the two parties having agreed
on a complex roadmap to establish who would run as president and who
would run as vice president based on the evaluation of multiple polls [Kuo
& Kuan-ting 2023]. The negotiations, however, ultimately collapsed on 23
November, the day before the deadline to register candidatures, after a far-
cical meeting broadcasted live from the Grand Hyatt hotel in Taipei which
involved former President Ma Ying-jeou, KMT Chairman Eric Chu, and the
three candidates — Hou, Ko, and Gou [Hou & Creery 2023, 23 November].

The electoral alliance’s collapse was particularly damaging for Ko.
His trajectory from green-leaning independent candidate towards positions
close to the blue camp had been years in the making. Yet, moving towards
an agreement with the KMT fleshed out the ideological void behind his per-
sonalist populist political project [Shi 2023, 15 November]. The anti-DPP
combine failed as Ko realized that the roadmap for nomination agreed on
15 November favoured Hou and that he would run as vice president of a
KMT candidate [Roctus 2023, 4 December]. Ko’s chances to win the 2024
presidential elections, already dim, petered out after the breakdown of ne-
gotiations with the KMT, leading him, a month before voting, to state «in
my heart I am deep green» and to vow to continue the approach of the Tsai
administration on national defence issues, in an attempt to recapture votes
from green constituencies [‘Ko Wen-je’ 2023]. The breakdown of the op-
position talks was also followed by the announcement of Gou’s withdrawal
from the presidential race. Noticeably, rumours about this choice had been
swirling since October, when Chinese authorities had started investigations
for tax and land irregularities by his company Foxconn in Mainland China
[Lee & Blanchard 2023, 23 October].

These developments effectively turned the contest for the presidency
into a two-way race between Lai and Hou. As the deadline approached and
the anti-green alliance collapsed, the DPP and the KMT made mirroring
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choices for their respective vice presidential candidates. The DPP chose the
de facto ambassador of Taiwan in the US, Hsiao Bi-khim (#3£%), a popu-
lar choice in «deep green» environments who enjoyed particularly positive
press from mainstream Western media [The Economist 2023, 13 December].
The KMT instead chose popular pro-unification media commentator Jaw
Shaw-kong (#/b 5%). Jaw’s selection was also coupled with the choice of Han
Kuo-yu to lead the list of KMT at-large candidates. The party’s reliance
on deep-blue figures showed an electoral strategy aiming at mobilizing the
party’s traditional base notwithstanding the opposition of the majority of
the Taiwanese public to pro-unification positions [ECS 2023]. This strate-
gy relied on the assumption that the KMT would not need to move to the
centre given the split of historically green constituencies between the DPP
and the TPP.

The first TVBS poll after the official registration of candidates ap-
peared to validate the KMT’s choice, with Hou closely trailing Lai, stand-
ing at 31% against 34% in a poll with a 2.3% margin of error [‘Dengji canx-
uan’ 2023]. Indeed, throughout late 2023, the KMT enjoyed considerable
momentum in opinion polls. Message coordination with Beijing played
a crucial role, as both KMT candidates and Chinese officials and media
successfully framed the election as a choice between «war and peace», with
the DPP as the main culprit for current tensions with Beijing [Blanchard
2024, 3 January; Woo & Pomfret 2024, 11 January]. On the back foot, the
DPP and especially its candidates in the legislative election shifted the
focus away from Taiwanese nationalist and anti-China rhetoric to assuage
non-partisan voters [Hewitt et al. 2024, 12 January]. The last Formosa poll
before the pre-electoral silence gave Lai a 4.3% lead on Hou, while the
last TVBS poll gave him a 3% lead [‘Meilidao’ 2023; “TVBS’ 2023b]. Ma
Ying-jeou involuntarily helped the DPP with an interview with Deutsche
Welle released on 3 January 2024. Ma stated that «no matter how much
you defend yourself you can never fight a war with the Mainland - you
can never win. They are too strong, much larger than us. So, we should
use peaceful means to reduce the tensions», thus openly disagreeing with
Hou’s own promise to raise military spending. Furthermore, Ma argued,
in a tone-deaf manner given the Taiwanese public’s attitudes towards Chi-
na, that in cross-Strait relations, «you need to trust Xi Jinping» [Walker
2024, 12 January].

Ma’s interview was released during the period of pre-electoral silence,
so it was not possible to assess the direct impact on voter intentions. Yet
Hou’s public disavowal of Ma and reiteration that he did not intend to enter
unification talks with China in case of victory, as well as the KMT decision to
exclude the former ROC President from the party’s end-of-campaign rally
were evidence of the perceived damage that his statements inflicted on the
party [Shan 2024, 12 January].
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4. Cross-Strait relations and the role of the United States

China’s attempts to shape Taiwanese politics and the choices of the island’s
elites and public throughout 2023 did not qualitatively change compared
to previous years. Recent scholarship has applied the «<hybrid influencing»
framework to explain Beijing’s modus operandi [Aukia 2023; West & Insisa
2024]. Hybrid influencing, definable as an actor’s orchestrated execution
of multiple activities across different domains to attain their goals, creates a
context where kinetic warfare is relegated to the far end of the operational
spectrum, while still resulting in a cognitive environment haunted by the
threat of military force [Salonius-Pasternak 2017; Cederberg et al. 2017]. In
contrast with other similar framings used to explain China’s modus operan-
di in relation to Taiwan, hybrid influencing has the advantage of compre-
hensively explaining Beijing’s attempts to uphold a credible military threat
while at the same time continuing to pursue influencing operations.

Economic statecraft, lawfare (the instrumental use of legal tools to
achieve political objectives), and more broadly «<hybrid» activities played, as
in previous years, an important role in Chinese attempts to exercise pres-
sure over Taiwan. On 5 January, it was announced that ferry links between
Fujian and the Taipei-controlled outlying islands of Kinmen and Matsu
would resume after a pandemic-era suspension. Yet, by February, Taiwanese
authorities had announced that Chinese civilian vessels had damaged un-
dersea cables connecting the islet of Tungyin to Matsu, and Matsu itself to
Taiwan, impeding access to the internet among these communities [Wang
J. 2023, 7 March]. As in similar cases in the past both on the Taiwan Strait
and in the South China Sea, the involvement of civilian vessels suggests a
«grey zone operation». On 14 March, Honduras announced the switch of
diplomatic relations from the ROC to the PRC, leaving Taipei with only 13
diplomatic allies. Nauru followed suit in January 2024 immediately after
Lai’s election.

On 21 August, Chinese authorities banned the import of Taiwanese
mangoes, citing the presence of pests, in line with previous acts of econom-
ic statecraft targeting Taiwanese producers. The following month, on 12
September, Beijing launched a new set of measures aiming to foster Tai-
wanese investments in Fujian [SCIO 2023]. However, the following day, the
Taiwan Affairs Office (TAO) announced a review by the PRC Ministry of
Commerce (MoC) of the preferential tariffs granted to Taiwanese goods un-
der the Economic Comprehensive Framework Agreement (ECFA) signed in
2010 for «unfair trade barriers» [Shen & Wu 2023, 27 December]. The saga
continued until December when the PRC MoC announced the conclusion
of its investigation and the re-imposition of tariffs on Taiwanese chemical
products that had been removed following the ratification of ECFA. These
moves were coupled with the threat to further remove products from the
ECFA early harvest list [Shen & Wu 2023, 27 December]. At the same time,
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however, Beijing announced the lifting of the ban imposed the previous
year on the trade of groupers from selected Taiwanese fisheries [Blanchard
2023, 22 December].

Two more issues must be considered to provide a comprehensive
picture of Chinese hybrid influencing in 2023. The first concerns alleged
Chinese efforts to shape Taiwan’s information environment as the 2024
elections approached. Multiple reports and articles chronicled widespread,
systematic, Al-supported, and Al-generated disinformation efforts. These
information operations aimed at swaying voters towards the KMT, mainly
by (1) spreading fake news against the Tsai administration and the DPP
candidates, (2) emphasizing the «unreliability» of the US as a de facto guar-
antor of Taiwan’s security, (3) providing a distorted image of the electoral
competition through fake polls [Kockritz 2023; Zhang 2024]. Taiwanese au-
thorities responded with explicit condemnation of China’s electoral inter-
ference, highlighting its hybrid nature beyond the narrow information do-
main [Blanchard 2023, 4 October]. Such assessments were also confirmed
by Google’s Threat Analysis division close to election day, when, on 1 De-
cember, it warned of a massive increase in Chinese cyberattacks on Taiwan
in the last six months [Gallagher 2023, 29 November]. As discussed in the
previous section, by the last few months of the Taiwanese electoral cam-
paign, the message of Chinese authorities appeared to be closely coordinat-
ed with that of the KMT, framing the election as a choice between «war and
peace». For instance, on 26 October, a PRC Defence Ministry spokesperson
warned that DPP authorities were pushing Taiwan towards «a dangerous
and dreadful war» [PRC MoD 2023].

The second issue concerns China’s military activities targeting Tai-
wan, a process in which the action-reaction at the heart of the triangular re-
lation between Taipei, Beijing, and Washington is displayed in full sight. As
early as November 2022, the Biden administration had publicly expressed
its intention to set «guardrails» in Sino-American relations after the extreme
tensions that had emerged, particularly following Nancy Pelosi’s visit to Tai-
pei in 2022, which had led to the most extensive and sensitive military ac-
tivities by the People Liberation Army (PLA) since the Third Taiwan Strait
Crisis between 1995 and 1996. Yet, this tactical détente between the two su-
perpowers was months in the making and started to become more concrete
only by the second half of 2023 [Gupta 2023]. On 20 January, US Secretary
of State Antony Blinken publicly stated that China was no longer comfort-
able with the status quo on the Strait [US DoS 2023], while on 17 February,
US Deputy Assistant Secretary of Defense for China Michael Chase visited
Taiwan. On 30 March, President Tsai arrived for her last transit visit to the
US as ROC President while en route to a tour of the island’s diplomat-
ic allies Belize and Guatemala. In the US, Tsai met members of the US
Congress, the governor of New Jersey, and, above all, Pelosi’s successor, the
Republican Kevin McCarthy. The PLA’s response, while still forceful, was
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carefully calibrated and subdued compared to the previous year [Lin et al.
2023]. Still, on 10 April, Taiwanese authorities announced a record-break-
ing detection of PLA aircraft and ships around Taiwan [‘“Taiwan ADIZ’].

Even as Washington and Beijing lowered tensions in the second half of
the year, the action-reaction dynamics continued. On 18 September, Under
Secretary of Commerce for Standards and Technology Laurie Locascio led a
new US delegation to Taipei. On the same day, Taiwanese authorities regis-
tered a new high of 103 PLA aircraft (30 fighter jets) and 9 vessels surround-
ing the island [“Taiwan ADIZ’]. Moreover, only three days earlier, Chinese
authorities had sanctioned US defence companies Northrop Grumman and
Lockheed Martin for their role in US weapons sales to Taiwan [Cash & Lee
2023, 15 September]. On 27 September, a TAO spokesperson framed PLA’s
military drills as a way to oppose the «arrogance» of Taiwanese «separatists»
[TAO 2023c]. Finally, at a press conference held on 16 November, Chinese
Minister of Foreign Affairs Wang Yi (£%{) remarked, in the wake of the
meeting between Chinese leader Xi Jinping (1) and US President Joe
Biden at the APEC summit in San Francisco, that the «Taiwan question re-
mains the most important and most sensitive issue in China-U.S. relations»
[PRC MFA 2023]. Close to the election, on 20 December, US «current and
former» officials leaked to the press that Xi had «bluntly» told Biden that
«Beijing will reunify Taiwan with mainland China but that the timing has
not yet been decided» [Welker et al. 2023, 20 December].

Against this backdrop, Tsai’s administration and the DPP made prog-
ress in its defence policy, certainly with an eye on the coming elections. On
20 January, the DPP-majority Legislative Yuan passed a budget including
US$ 19.1 billion spending tally on defence, amounting to an 11.3% rise in
defence spending on a year-by-year basis. The year in review saw instead
the executive led by Prime Minister Chen Chien-jien (B{##12) requiring a
further 7.7% rise in the defence budget for a total of US$ 13.9 billion, to-
gether with an additional US$ 2.97 billion special budget for the purchase
of weapon systems [Nakamura 2023, 24 August]. The ROC Armed Forces
also staged «larger, louder, better-coordinated» military exercises for its an-
nual Han Kuang event, with the Tsai administration infusing a renewed
sense of urgency into the population [Wang J. 2023, 28 July], while on 21
September, they unveiled their first indigenous, Hai Kun (Narwhal) class,
diesel-powered submarine, announcing its deployment in May 2024 [Hille
2023, 28 September].

The bilateral, unofficial relations between Taiwan and the US con-
tinued to progress, especially in the economic dimension, but also faced
some problematic developments. On 14 January, talks for the US-Taiwan
21 Century Trade Framework, the new free trade agreement between the
two parties, began in Taipei. Conducted by the respective de facto embas-
sies, the American Institute in Taiwan (AIT) and the Taiwan Economic and
Cultural Representative Office (TECRO) in Washington, the talks led to the
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signature of a first agreement covering customs administration and trade
facilitation, good regulatory practices, services domestic regulation, anticor-
ruption measures, and small and medium-sized enterprises in June [OUS-
TR 2023]. The legislation was eventually approved by Biden on 7 August.
Additionally, on 22 December, President Biden signed into law the Nation-
al Defense Authorization Act (NDAA) for the 2023 fiscal year. It includ-
ed multiple provisions in support of the Republic of China Armed Forces
(ROCAF). Section 1313 of the NDAA, in particular, authorized the Com-
mander of USINDOPACOM (the American unified combatant command
in the Indo-Pacific) to «carry out military exercises with Taiwan» [United
States Congress 2023; The White House 2023b]. As a result, by February
2024, US Army Special Forces advisers arrived in the outlying Kinmen and
Penghu Islands where ROC Army counterparts are stationed [Hong 2024,
5 February].

However, the deadlock within the US House of Representatives
caused by the Republican majority’s request to tie aid to foreign partners to
a bill on border security, which was in fact responding to the opposition of
the party’s <MAGA» wing to any kind of bipartisan legislation, delayed fur-
ther American support for Taiwan. A US$ 2 billion request for supplemental
funding for the Indo-Pacific, which would also cover Taiwan, failed to go
through before the end of the year. Furthermore, the presumptive nomi-
nee of the Republican Party for the presidential elections, former President
Donald Trump refused to guarantee US protection of the island in case of a
Chinese attack, simply stating that it had taken away «our chip business», a
reference to the delocalization of the American semiconductor manufactur-
ing sector by the turn of the century [Moriyasu & Satoh 2023, 30 January].
Crucially, Trump’s ambiguity certainly bolstered Chinese messaging about
the unreliability of the US as a de facto security guarantor for Taiwan.

5. Beyond Beijing and Washington: Taiwan in 2023 international politics

Throughout 2023, despite the absence of formal diplomatic relations, the
Tsai administration continued to strengthen ties with other liberal democ-
racies in the Indo-Pacific region and beyond. The year began with a sig-
nificant visit by the Chairman of the Alliance of Democracies Foundation
and former NATO Secretary General Anders Fogh Rasmussen, on 3 Jan-
uary. Rasmussen emphasized the struggle against autocratic powers which
Ukraine and Taiwan share [Lee 2023, 4 January]. In a notable diplomatic
move, Czech President-elect Petr Pavel held a phone call with Tsai in the
same month, marking a path-breaking decision by a European elected head
of state and underscoring the Czech Republic’s pivot away from China in
recent years [Blanchard & Muller 2023, 31 January]. However, perceptions
of Taiwan’s reliance on a wide Euro-Atlantic front were challenged by an
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interview with French President Emmanuel Macron, conducted during his
return from a state visit to China and released by the French newspaper Les
Echos on 9 April. In the context of discussions on Europe’s «strategic auton-
omy», Macron argued against any «acceleration» of the Taiwan issue due to
the «American rhythm» and «Chinese overreaction» [Barré 2023]. Despite
Macron’s position, subsequent G7 communiqués issued in April, May, and
December emphasised the group’s interest in stability in the Taiwan Strait,
opposition to unilateral changes to the status quo, and support for Taiwan’s
participation in international organizations [JMOFA 2023a; JMOFA 2023b;
European Council 2023].

In 2023, Taiwan’s unofficial relations with Germany experienced sig-
nificant momentum, marked by the first visit to the island by a member of
the German cabinet since the 1990s. Minister of Education and Research
Bettina Stark-Watzinger visited Taiwan on 21 March [‘German minister’
2023]. This renewed engagement was largely driven by the US$ 8.3 bil-
lion investment by TSMC, the giant Taiwanese multinational semiconduc-
tor contract manufacturing and design company, to establish a semiconduc-
tor foundry in the German city of Dresden. This investment was approved
by TSMC in August and cleared by Taiwanese and German authorities in
October and November, respectively [Pasquini 2023, 7 November]. Tai-
wan’s relations with Italy also witnessed notable developments, including
the opening of a second representative office in Milan, Italy’s financial hub,
and the first visit of an Italian delegation of elected representatives to the
island since 2016. However, Italy’s engagement with Taiwan remained cau-
tious due to ongoing negotiations with Beijing regarding Italy’s withdrawal
from the Belt and Road Initiative [Insisa 2023a]. A planned delegation from
the ruling Brothers of Italy party in April was cancelled, but eventually, two
senators from the League, a junior partner in the ruling coalition, visited
the island, emphasizing that their visit was of a personal rather than insti-
tutional nature [Pompili 2023, 15 June]. Taiwan-EU relations also saw in-
cremental progress, although Taipei’s hopes to establish a trade- and tech-
nology-focused framework with Brussels, thwarted by the von der Leyen
Commission in 2021 [Bermingham 2021, 17 November], were not revived.
High Representative Josep Borrell, a few days after Macron’s interview for
Les Echos, stressed that «any attempt to change the status quo by force would
be unacceptable» [Yew & Lee 2023, 14 April]. Taipei and Brussels held their
second Trade and Investment Dialogue [European Commission 2023] and
their ninth Taiwan-EU Industrial Policy Dialogue [Lin 2023]. Furthermore,
the EU Parliament, known for its clear support for Taiwan, passed two res-
olutions in December, advocating for a comprehensive upgrade of relations
with Taiwan and rebuking China’s behaviour in cross-Strait relations [EP
2023a; EP 2023b].

In 2023, Taiwan made also notable progress in its efforts to expand
trade and financial ties with major Western democracies. In November,
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Taiwan signed the Enhanced Trade Partnership with the UK [UK Gov
2023], and in December, it reached an investment protection agreement
with Canada [Tseng & Teng 2023, 22 December]. Notably, both the UK
and Canada are members of the Comprehensive and Progressive Agree-
ment for Trans-Pacific Partnership (CPTPP), a transregional mega free
trade agreement led by Japan. Taiwan has long sought access to the CPTPP
but has faced challenges due to Japanese caution and Chinese pressure
[Insisa 2023b]. Relations with Japan did not witness significant public de-
velopments throughout the year. However, Prime Minister Kishida Fumio
emphasized in a statement issued before the Hiroshima G7 Summit that
peace in the Taiwan Strait concerns Japan and the international communi-
ty [Oba & Obe 2023, 10 May]. Expanding to other American allies in the
Indo-Pacific, it is worth mentioning the Joint Statement of the Leaders of
the US and the Philippines issued on 1 May. In a ground breaking move
for Manila, the statement echoed the language used by the G7 regarding
Taiwan [The White House 2023a]. Manila’s decision to align with the G7
language on Taiwan can be understood in the context of its pivot away from
Beijing towards Washington under the Marcos presidency and the resur-
gence of territorial disputes with Beijing in the South China Sea [Sutter &
Huang 2024: 90-91; Ayson and Reyes 2024].

6. The Tarwanese economy in 2023

Major economic indicators for 2023 show the continuation of many neg-
ative trends that began in 2022, highlighting a sputtering economy that
complicated the electoral prospects of Lai and the DPP. National statis-
tics estimated that Taiwan’s GDP grew by 1.4%, in contrast with the 2.59%
recorded in 2022, and the lowest since 2009, during the global financial
crisis [DGBAS 2024]. Both total exports and total imports saw sizable con-
tractions. Exports decreased by 9.8%, standing at US$ 432.4 billion, while
imports saw a collapse, decreasing by 17.8% and standing at US$ 351.9
billion. The trade balance recorded thus a US$ 80.56 billion surplus, for an
annual change rate of 56.9% [MF 2024]. Exports to Mainland China and
Hong Kong decreased by 18.1%, amounting to US$ 152 billion and cover-
ing 35.2% of all exports (in contrast with the 33.4% of the previous years).
Exports to the US instead increased by 1.6%, amounting to US$ 76.2 billion
and covering 17.6% of all exports (in contrast with the 21.3% of 2022) [MF
2024]. Imports from Mainland China and Hong Kong stood at US$ 71.5
billion, contracting by 16.1% and amounting to 20.4% of the total, while
imports from the US contracted by 10.9%, with their value standing at US$
40.6 billion and constituting 11.6% of the total [MF 2024]. Industrial pro-
duction decreased by 3.99% compared to 2022, with a 4.19% decrease in the
critical manufacturing sector [MEA 2024b].
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Foreign direct investments (FDIs) in Taiwan amounted to US$ 11.2
billion for a total of 2310 projects, thus recording a 15.4% decrease in the
total amount invested and a 9.98% decrease in the number of cases [MEA
2024a]. FDIs from China amounted to US$ 29.6 million, recording a 23.3%
decrease on a year-by-year basis. Taiwan’s outward investments amounted
to 896 projects for a total of US$ 26.6 billion, recording a 176.4% increase
compared to 2022. The outward investments to Mainland China decreased
by 11.8%, amounting to US$ 3 billion — 39.8% less than in 2022 [MEA
2024a]. Estimates of the labour force saw a 3.3% unemployment rate, in
contrast with the 3.51% recorded the previous year [NS 2024], while in-
flation remained high for Taiwanese standards, with the Consumer Price
Index recording a 2.5% rise on a year-by-year basis [Pan & Huang 2024, 5

January].

7. Conclusion

William Lai’s victory in the presidential elections confirmed that a majority
of the Taiwanese public is still sceptical about engagement with China and
the KMT’s handling of the island’s security. Above all, the Taiwanese public
appeared to prefer the unresolved continuation of the fragile status quo in
the Strait — and understandably so. However, the DPP’s defeat in the legis-
lative elections and the consequent loss of the majority in the LY show that
a value and security-driven agenda alone is not sufficient in the long term.
Both the KMT and, in particular, a populist party such as the TPP, have
been able to capitalize on the DPP’s inability to solve Taiwan’s long-standing
economic issues — even though the only solutions they both propose rely
on vague promises of rapprochement with Beijing that ignore the Chinese
Communist Party leadership’s own calculus and aspirations for unification.
The domestic situation draws parallels with Taiwan’s predicament in exter-
nal politics. The year 2023 saw concrete developments in trade relations
and in the struggle against isolation in international politics, yet no real
breakthroughs have been achieved, nor do they appear realistic — possibly
with the exception of the US-Taiwan Initiative on 21* Century Trade, which
is still in its early stages. In fact, the isolationist push of «<MAGA» Republi-
cans and the possibility of a second Trump presidency, as well as cautious
calls from a champion of Europe’s «strategic autonomy» such as Macron,
sow doubts on the solidity and durability of the Euro-Atlantic democratic
front that has been gradually strengthening its support for the Tsai admin-
istration, particularly in its second term. But above all, these developments
cast a long shadow over the coming term of President-elect Lai.
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This article provides a two-year analysis of events spanning the country’s leadership
transition from the 2022 national elections to the initial year of the new adminis-
tration. The electoral triumph of Marcos Jr. and Duterte-Carpio’s UniTeam alliance
marked the resurgence of the Marcos family and the continuation of the Dulerte
Sfamily’s grip on national politics. The alliance’s overwhelming victory led to the
emergence of a supermajority bloc in Congress and the occupation of key leadership
positions by their kins and allies. Howevey, Marcos Jr’s presidency was immediately
confronted by challenges posed by post-pandemic recovery, geopolitical complexities,
and unpopular policy decisions. The manner in which the Marcos Jr. presidency
confronted such challenges caused a significant decline in its popularity. This article
explores the dynamics of the Unileam alliance between Marcos Jr. and Duterte-Car-
pio, formed out of the absence of a continuity candidate from the then-ruling party,
and sought to consolidate dominant political forces and mobilize broad electoral sup-
port for their joint victory. The lack of genwine programmatic unity in their alliance
proved detrimental as Marcos Jr.’s sudden policy deviations led to internal conflicts,
exposing the fragile nature of this purportedly formidable alliance. Marcos Jr.’s de-
parture from Duterte’s pro-China foreign policy in favour of the United States, his
admission of abuses in Duterte’s war on drugs and abandonment of his predecessor’s
illiberal tactics, and his adoption of a softer approach to the communist insurgents
with the revival of the peace talks substantially overturned Duterte’s legacy. The
tensions within the winning coalition revealed cracks and resulted in power struggles
within the legislature’s supermajority bloc. These key developments one year into the
Maprcos Jv. administration contribute to the growing volatility in the Philippine po-
litical landscape.

Keyworps — Philippines; presidential elections; Marcos Jr.; Duterte;
UniTeam.

1. Introduction

The Philippines witnessed significant changes in 2022 and 2023 with the

highly anticipated national elections and the inaugural year of a new ad-
ministration. As Rodrigo Duterte’s presidential term came to an end, his
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political strategy aimed at securing his populist legacy and the continua-
tion of his economic, political, and foreign policies. Reaching these goals
was made difficult by the absence of a clear continuity candidate within
Duterte’s internally fragmented dominant political party. The ensuing vac-
uum paved the way for political manoeuvring and the formation of shadow
alliances, culminating in the overwhelming electoral victory of a tenuous
political coalition, which brought the once-overthrown Marcos family back
to power.

The article consists of two main parts, the first of which delves into the
aftermath of the 2022 national elections. The proclamation of Ferdinand
«Bongbong» Romualdez Marcos Jr. and Sara Zimmerman Duterte-Carpio
as the president and vice president symbolized a dynastic political victo-
ry, drawing support from their respective strongholds in the northern and
southern regions of the Philippines. This further translated into the control
of both the executive and legislative branches, with critical posts occupied
by allies and family members, forming yet another supermajority bloc. Mar-
cos Jr. leveraged this massive support from the legislature to advance his na-
tional development plans. Nevertheless, his first year in office grappled with
challenges from the lingering effects of the pandemic and pressing geopo-
litical concerns. His unpopular policy decisions in addressing inflation and
supply shortages, along with frequent foreign travels and resignations from
political appointees, resulted in the decline of public confidence, as shown
by the significant drop in the new President’s approval ratings.

The second part of the article examines the political dynamics of
the UniTeam alliance and its implications for the Marcos Jr. administra-
tion. Established out of the internal strife within former President Duter-
te’s dominant political party, the alliance of convenience between Marcos
Jr. and Duterte-Carpio materialized as a strategy to secure victory in the
2022 national elections. However, an unforeseen shift occurred as Marcos
Jr. deviated from Duterte’s established policies on foreign relations, human
rights, and anti-insurgency campaigns. This departure from Duterte’s leg-
acy caused cracks within the supermajority bloc and led to power struggles
within the UniTeam. The legislature became a battleground riddled with
alleged leadership coups, the sudden demotion of a top official, and im-
peachment rumours. This was accompanied by scrutinizing the vice pres-
ident’s confidential funds in budget deliberations, a slew of resignations
from Duterte’s political party, and rumours of destabilization plots against
the Marcos Jr. administration.

The article’s conclusion recalls the key events that defined Marcos Jr.’s
initial year, notably his policy divergence from Duterte and the power strug-
gle that ensued within his governing coalition. It also reflects on his attempt
to restore his family name and establish a new era of Marcos leadership, an
endeavour whose intended societal outcomes remain unrealized, driving
the new administration’s initial year into an area of turbulence.
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2. Marcos-Duterte Return to Power, Redemption, and Challenges

2.1. Dynastic Consolidation Post-2022 Elections

The 2022 national elections can be characterized as a dynastic political
victory, particularly for two families committed to vindicating and per-
petuating their political legacies — the Marcoses and Dutertes. Ferdinand
«Bongbong» Marcos Jr. and Sara Zimmerman Duterte-Carpio secured the
absolute majority of votes in the presidential and vice-presidential con-
tests, averaging almost 60% [Buan 2022, 10 May]. Following their landslide
victory, members of their respective clans obtained coveted national and
local government positions. Marcos Jr.’s eldest son, Ferdinand Alexander
«Sandro» Marcos, his cousins Angelo Marcos Barba and Martin Romualdez,
along with Romualdez’s wife, Yedda Romualdez, were elected to the House
of Representatives. They joined the new President’s sister, Senator Imee
Marcos, in the legislative arena. The Marcos family further solidified its
presence in the northern Philippines, with Marcos Jr.’s nephew, Matthew
Marcos Manotoc, re-elected as governor of Ilocos Norte and his cousin-in-
law and wife of former president Ferdinand Marcos Sr.’s nephew, Cecilia
Araneta Marcos, as vice governor [GMA News 2022, 11 May]. The Duter-
te family maintained its political stronghold in the south, with Sebastian
«Baste» Zimmerman Duterte becoming mayor and Paolo «Pulong» Zimmer-
man Duterte being re-elected as the 1* district representative of Davao City.

The electoral outcome holds historical significance on two fronts. In a
country that utilizes the plurality system or first-past-the-post system for the
election of top executives, winning by attaining the absolute majority vote
is a quite rare occurrence [Wong 2022, 7 February]. Unprecedentedly, both
Marcos Jr. and Duterte-Carpio managed to secure the absolute majority of
the votes, rendering their victory indisputable and, by extension, legitimate.

Another pivotal aspect of Marcos Jr.’s presidential win is the con-
troversial history associated with his family. He is the son of Ferdinand E.
Marcos Sr. whose authoritarian regime imposed martial law and precipi-
tated economic collapse through a debt-driven growth strategy, allegedly
plundered the public coffers, and perpetrated widespread human rights
abuses [Manapat 1991; Chaikin & Sharman 2009]. Among the authoritar-
ian regime’s notable human rights violations included the curtailment of
freedom of speech and assembly, enforced disappearances, mass arrests,
and tortures of accused dissidents [Coronel 2022]. The overthrow of Marcos
Sr.’s dictatorial and kleptocratic rule in 1986, through the EDSA People
Power Revolution, resulted in his exile to Hawaii and the installation of
Corazon Aquino as president.! Marcos Jr.’s election to the presidency, co-

1. EDSA is an acronym standing for «Epifanio de los Santos Avenue», a limit-
ed-access circumferential highway around Manila, where Camp Crame, headquarters
of the Philippine National Police, and Camp Aguinaldo, headquarters of the Armed
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inciding with the 50" anniversary of his father’s martial law declaration,
fuelled observations about the resurgence of nostalgia for strongman rule
[Pitlo 2022, 10 May].

Political scholars and analysts have proposed multiple explanations
for the high voter turnout that characterized the 2022 elections. One of
them emphasized a younger voting demographic joined to a weakened
national history education, challenging the prevailing «never forget» an-
ti-martial law slogan and rendering a substantial portion of the electorate
susceptible to the narrative presented by Marcos Jr. during his campaign
[Philippine Daily Inquirer 2022, 9 February; de Guzman 2022, 10 May].

A comprehensive study on the 2022 elections identified three pri-
mary reasons for voting in favour of Marcos Jr.: support for former Pres-
ident Rodrigo Duterte; nostalgia for martial law; and ethnolinguistic
identity, particularly in areas where the influence traditionally held by the
Marcoses and Dutertes was stronger [Dulay et al. 2023]. Another contrib-
uting factor was the strategic use of Marcos mythmaking [Arguelles 2022],
involving the construction of a political narrative resonating with the
Marcos loyalists, fostering authoritarian nostalgia, and perpetuating and
spreading historical misrepresentations already prevailing through gen-
erations of dynastic rule in regional strongholds. This narrative gained
traction through online platforms, social media, and other disinformation
networks [Claudio 2022, 15 May; Devlin 2022, 7 May]. Local government
also proved to be a strong source of support for Marcos Jr. and Duter-
te-Carpio, with endorsements from governors and local government exec-
utives, often hailing from influential political clans in vote-rich provinces
[Quismorio 2022, 11 April].

Whether attributed to one or a combination of these factors, the over-
arching conclusion remains consistent — the return to power of the Marcos
family and an opportunity for exoneration from Marcos Sr.’s and Rodrigo
Duterte’s political misdeeds. Marcos Jr. called for unity in his presidential
campaign, and asked to be judged on the basis of his actions rather than his
family history [Lema and Dela Cruz 2022, 11 May]. However, his pursuit
of «unifying leadership» manifested as a consolidation of dynastic powers
within the executive and legislative branches of government. His initial cab-
inet appointments included former department chiefs from the Marcos Sr.,
Arroyo, and Duterte administrations. He also appointed Duterte-Carpio as
education secretary, raising concerns about potential historical distortion
and whitewashing, particularly regarding the Marcos dictatorship and mar-
tial law. Martin Romualdez, a notable cousin of the new President, assumed
the role of Speaker of the House of Representatives, while Sandro Marcos,

Forces of the Philippines, are located. These two bases were seized by opponents of
former president Ferdinand Marcos Sr.’s authoritarian regime in 1986, triggering the
three days of peaceful demonstrations that led to the downfall of Marcos’s dictator-
ship. These events went down in history as the EDSA People Power Revolution.
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elected the 1* district representative of Ilocos Norte in 2022, was appointed
House Senior Deputy Majority Leader. On her part, Imee Marcos, the new
President’s eldest sister and a member of the Senate, chaired four critical
standing committees in the Senate: foreign relations, social justice, electoral
reforms and people’s participation, and cooperatives. With the lower house
of Congress dominated by the Marcos family and their allies and the Senate
featuring only a two-member minority bloc, it is arguable that Marcos Jr.
has not only maintained but even surpassed the scale of former President
Duterte’s supermajority bloc [Gomez 2022, 13 May]. Marcos Jr.’s strategy of
establishing supermajority blocs in both houses of Congress aimed to secure
support for his priority legislations. Nonetheless, alliances based on patron-
age rather than programmatic unity or party lines prove to be structurally
fragile when conflicting interests arise [Hutchcroft 2020].

2.2. The Marcos Family’s Revival and Quest for Redemption

In what appears to be a «redemption arc», a series of initiatives and pivotal
decisions concerning the Marcos family unfolded during the initial year of
the new administration.

Within the first year of his presidency, Marcos Jr. introduced his
«Bagong Pilipinas» (New Philippines) governance framework. This initia-
tive, designed to herald a new era of national development, closely resem-
bled his father’s «Bagong Lipunan» (New Society) vision, which empha-
sized strengthening economic, financial, and trade agencies, promoting
agricultural development, and fostering foreign investment [Teehankee
2023]. Aligning with his father’s development agenda, Marcos Jr. priori-
tized agriculture, initially appointing himself as the head of the agricultur-
al department. His objectives included ensuring food security, improving
nutrition, enhancing food affordability for Filipinos, and mechanizing ag-
riculture [Cariaso 2023, 24 July]. Plans were also underway to revive and
enhance Marcos Sr.’s Masagana 99 (Abundance 99) credit program, which
was discontinued in 1984 due to a minimal number of farmer beneficiaries
and adverse effects such as heavy debt burdens and rural bank closures
[Corrales 2023, 2 June].

A key component of Marcos Jr.’s strategy for post-COVID-19 eco-
nomic recovery involved attracting foreign direct investments (FDIs) and
strengthening of state-private sector partnerships. Following his father’s
playbook, Marcos Jr. appointed technocrats and business executives to key
economic positions. The constant association of the state with economic
elites, however, raised concerns about a potential return to crony capital-
ism, reminiscent of Marcos Sr.’s intertwining of state and business interests.

Duterte-Carpio, in her role as education secretary, also took part in
efforts to rehabilitate the Marcos family name. The Department of Educa-
tion (DepEd) faced scrutiny during the budget hearing because it had issued
a memorandum directing the alteration of «Diktadurang Marcos» (Marcos
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Dictatorship) to «Diktadura» (Dictatorship) in the new curriculum. Critics
argued that this move omitted accountability and bordered on state-spon-
sored disinformation despite DepEd’s justification of thematic generaliza-
tion. [Abad 2023, 28 September].

Two significant court decisions were also issued in the first year of
Marcos Jr.’s presidency, addressing allegations of ill-gotten wealth and cor-
ruption during his father’s dictatorial rule. The first was related to the con-
tentious coco levy fund, amassed from taxes imposed on coconut farmers
by Marcos Sr. and his associates from 1971 to 1983. This fund, totalling
PHP 9.8 billion (USD 175.6 million), was intended to develop the coconut
industry. However, the fund was reportedly misappropriated for businesses
owned by Marcos’s cronies. Following the overthrow of the Marcos dicta-
torship, then President Aquino established the Philippine Commission on
Good Governance (PCGG), mandated to seize ill-gotten wealth acquired
by the Marcos family and their associates. A month into Marcos Jr.’s presi-
dency, the Sandiganbayan, namely the Philippines’ special anti-graft court,
upheld the dismissal of a forfeiture case against three firms created from the
coco levy fund, citing the PCGG’s failure to present meritorious arguments
and complete pretrial work since its inception in 1987 [Marcelo 2023, 3 Au-
gust]. Moreover, Marcos Jr.’s predecessor, former President Duterte, signed
Executive Order No. 172, releasing funds through Republic Act No. 11524
for the intended purpose of coconut industry development, raising con-
cerns about potential misuse under the current administration [DA Press
Office 2022]. Another historically significant ruling involved the Supreme
Court’s dismissal of a case concerning the allegedly ill-gotten wealth of the
Marcoses, valued at PHP 1.05 billion. The Supreme Court confirmed a San-
diganbayan decision, taken in September 2019, dismissing the complaint
against the Marcoses for insufficient evidence [Chi 2023, 19 July].

2.3. Challenges Confronted in the First Year of Administration

Among the many challenges confronting the new presidency, particularly
important were a significantly volatile economy and pressing issues in agri-
culture, despite the latter being the administration’s top priority. The coun-
try’s average inflation rate from January to November 2023 stood at 6.2%,
surpassing the 2-4% target set by the administration [Rivas 2023, 5 De-
cember]. Although the rate gradually decreased, it remained elevated due
to the lingering effects of El Niio and geopolitical conditions. Agricultural
challenges — including shortages, price hikes, alleged importation irregular-
ities, and hoarding cases — marred Marcos Jr.’s inaugural year. Criticized by
farmer groups for the new government importation plans, an unreasonable
price ceiling, and failure to address inflationary prices, Marcos Jr. eventually
stepped down as agriculture secretary on 3 November 2023, appointing
fishing tycoon Francisco Tiu Laurel Jr. as his successor [Mangaluz 2023, 3
November].
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The Maharlika Investment Fund (MIF), Marcos Jr.’s sovereign wealth
fund flagship program, faced scrutiny on multiple fronts. The Maharlika
Investment Fund Act of 2023 aimed to foster socioeconomic and acceler-
ated infrastructural development. However, critics questioned its unclear
objectives, unproven effectiveness, feasibility, and potential impact on the
country’s financial stability and post-pandemic recovery [Romero 2023].
Despite such criticisms, the administration pushed forward with the MIF,
facilitated by the overwhelming approval of the supermajority bloc in the
legislature [Tamayo et al. 2023, 1 June].

Marcos Jr. also faced criticism because of the frequency and cost of his
overseas trips, designed to attract foreign direct investments and support
for the MIF. The number of trips nearly doubled from 6 in 2022 to 11 in
2023, covering 9 countries. Moreover, his travel fund increased significant-
ly from PHP 403 million (USD 7.2 million) in 2022 to PHP 1.408 billion
(USD 25.2 million) in 2024 [Manahan 2023, 16 August; Laqui 2023, 27
December]. These foreign trips were perceived as expensive junkets, despite
government explanations that they had resulted in PHP 4 trillion (USD
71.6 billion) worth of investment pledges — many of which, nonetheless, had
yet to materialize at the end of the period under review [de Leon 2023, 27
December].

In the first year, the above-listed problems took a toll on the Marcos
Jr. administration, leading to the resignation and replacement of several key
administration officials [Corrales 2022, 5 October] and a significant drop
in approval ratings for both Marcos Jr. and Duterte-Carpio. In a survey
conducted by Pulse Asia for Q3 2023, Marcos Jr.’s approval rating dropped
to 65% from 80% in the previous quarter. Duterte-Carpio’s approval rating
also decreased by 11% to a total of 73% [de Leon 2023, 2 October].

3. Premature Cracks and Power Struggle in the UniTeam

3.1. The Making of the Unileam: Party Politics, an Alliance of Convenience,
and Political Opportunism

The political turmoil that ensued less than a year after Marcos Jr. assumed
the presidency can be traced to the flaws that had existed since the for-
mation of his unforeseen coalition Duterte-Carpio, which resulted in the
UniTeam alliance’s overwhelming victory in the 2022 national elections. The
same factors that resulted in the formation of arguably the most formidable
presidential tandem the Philippines had ever seen in its post-EDSA period
brought about the premature unravelling of the UniTeam alliance. They were
weak party politics, an alliance of convenience, and political opportunism.
Marcos Jr.’s historic majoritarian victory cannot solely be attributed
to his own political machinations. Several months prior to the general elec-
tions, the internal strife that plagued the then-ruling PDP-Laban resulted
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in Marcos Jr.’s triumphant return to power, as the party then in power was
deprived of a standard-bearer who could ride on former President Duter-
te’s substantial popularity. The PDP-Laban, chaired by Duterte, was divided
into two factions: one led by Duterte-loyal party officials and the other by
members who supported Senator Manny Pacquaio’s presidential ambitions
[Manahan 2022, 22 March]. This pre-election development was not entirely
new in the Philippines, where intra-party factionalism is a recurrent conse-
quence of its weak political party system [Teehankee 2020]. Duterte initially
planned his daughter’s presidential run paired with his former aide, Senator
Bong Go, who filed his certificate of candidacy for vice president [Ferreras
2021, 3 October]. The strife ultimately prompted Pacquiao to run under the
PROMDI (Progressive Movement for the Devolution of Initiatives) Party,
while Duterte-Carpio distanced herself from her father’s fragmented party.

Before the official certificate of candidacy filing for the 2022 national
elections, pre-election surveys consistently positioned Duterte-Carpio as the
frontrunner. She continued to lead Marcos Jr. by 5% in September 2021
[‘September 2021 Nationwide’ 2021]. However, Duterte’s daughter defied
popular expectations. She ultimately decided to run for vice president after
joining Lakas-CMD, the political party of former President Gloria Macapa-
gal-Arroyo, as Marcos Jr. remained steadfast in his presidential ambition.
The establishment of the UniTeam formalized the alliance of two of the most
dominant Filipino political clans, which had occupied the Malacanang Pal-
ace in distinct periods: the Marcoses from 1965 to 1986 and the Dutertes
from 2016 to 2022. Their partnership was viable, albeit unexpected, given
that former President Duterte was openly critical of Marcos Jr.’s leadership
capabilities [Buan 2021, 19 November].

With no prior record of substantive political collaboration between
Marcos Jr. and Duterte-Carpio, the UniTeam was thus evidently formed as
an alliance of convenience aimed primarily at capturing the Philippines’
highest political positions by consolidating dominant political forces. Ex-
cept for former President Noynoy Aquino’s Liberal Party, the UniTeam
consisted of four major political parties led by influential families, which
had held the Philippines’ top political seat from the Marcos dictatorship
to the post-EDSA period: Marcos Jr.’s Partido Federal ng Pilipinas, Arroyo’s
Lakas-CMD, Duterte-Carpio’s Hugpong ng Pagbabago, and former President
Joseph «Erap» Estrada’s Pwersa ng Masang Pilipino. These forces strategical-
ly merged to share the post-elections political spoils — Marcos Jr. secured his
family’s revival; Duterte-Carpio maintained the Dutertes’ grip on national
politics; Arroyo, who once aspired to reclaim the speakership under Marcos
Jr., flexed her sustained political muscles by serving as the vital powerbro-
ker behind the UniTeam; and, former presidential son Jinggoy Estrada re-
turned to the Senate after being released on bail from graft charges.

Marcos Jr. and Duterte-Carpio’s partnership was clearly an opportu-
nistic manoeuvre amid a fiercely contested presidential and vice-presidential
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race. Duterte-Carpio averted clashing with Marcos Jr. by settling to run for
vice president. Joining forces prevented other formidable presidential con-
tenders, including former Vice President Leni Robredo and former Manila
Mayor Isko Moreno, from gaining ground. The ethnolinguistic roots of the
leaders of the alliance, which consistently emerge as a significant element
in mobilizing votes in Philippine politics [Teehankee 2010], greatly con-
tributed to the outcome of the 2022 presidential elections. The President,
who hails from Luzon’s Ilocos Norte province, inherited the Vice President’s
electoral strongholds in the Visayas and Mindanao. On the other hand, the
Davao native Duterte-Carpio benefitted from Marcos Jr.’s popularity in the
vote-rich provinces of Luzon and the National Capital Region (NCR).

The partnership also capitalized on the country’s preference for a
personality-based rather than a program-based electoral campaign. Amid
the intense partisan divide wreaking havoc on Philippine society — intensi-
fied by the Marcos family’s revival and Duterte’s divisive leadership — Mar-
cos Jr. and Duterte-Carpio adopted a simplistic yet vague «unity» campaign
slogan, hence the name UniTeam for their alliance. While such a message
resonated with millions of Filipinos and propelled them to the country’s top
political seats, the UniTeam alliance, founded on electoral expediency and
political opportunism, soon revealed cracks in the early years of the Marcos
Jr. administration due to policy divergence and power-sharing disputes.

3.2. Policy Divergence and Overturning Duterte’s Legacies

Considering how the UniTeam was constituted, Marcos Jr. was widely expect-
ed not to reverse most of Duterte’s controversial governance agendas. How-
ever, in the first year of his presidency, the Philippines saw varying degrees
of reversals in at least three policy areas that defined the Duterte admin-
istration: (1) China-centric foreign policy; (2) deteriorating human rights
situation and withdrawal from the International Criminal Court (ICC); (3)
and repressive anti-communist campaign.

One of Duterte’s defining policy legacies that Marcos Jr. was assumed
to follow was the pivot to China, as both his parents played a role in normal-
izing diplomatic ties with China in the 1970s. Marcos Jr. also held multiple
meetings with the Chinese ambassador before the beginning of his term.
However, Marcos Jr. immediately shifted away from Duterte’s foreign policy
as the Philippines revitalized its ties with the US amid the increasing tension
in the West Philippine Sea.

Various factors influenced Marcos Jr’s departure from Duterte’s
pro-China stance. Much of China’s promised investments and infrastruc-
ture projects did not materialize during his predecessor’s term [Lee 2020,
7 September]. Moreover, Duterte’s appeasement did not stop China’s mar-
itime incursion in the West Philippine Sea and its constant harassment of
Filipino fishermen, sparking an increasingly stronger anti-China sentiment
from the Filipinos [Tomacruz 2020, 21 July]. Contrary to his predecessor,
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Marcos Jr. embraced the US while performing a delicate balancing act with
China. In an apparent attempt to deter China’s aggression, his administra-
tion announced the addition of four Philippine military bases accessible to
US forces via the Enhanced Defense Cooperation Agreement (EDCA) in
April 2023 [Limpot 2023, 22 March]. During Marcos Jr.’s visit to the White
House the following month, US President Joe Biden assured him of the
US «ironclad» commitment to defend the Philippines in case of an armed
attack, as guaranteed in the 1951 US-Philippines Mutual Defense Treaty
[Gardner 2023, 2 May].

Aside from China’s anticipated criticisms, Duterte and his allies
emerged as the most vocal domestic critics of Marcos Jr.’s foreign policy
shift. The former President asserted that if US forces were granted access
to Philippine military bases, China could strike the country in case of an
armed conflict with the US. He also advanced an unsubstantiated claim
that such locations might be used to store US nuclear warheads. Sena-
tors Ronald «Bato» Dela Rosa and Robinhood Padilla, two of Duterte’s
staunchest allies in the Senate, also questioned the presence of US forces
on the grounds of national sovereignty and self-reliance [Cupin 2023, 12
September].

The effects of Marcos Jr.’s foreign policy shift became more evident
heading into his third year in office, as it prompted heightened geopolit-
ical tensions with China, resulting in escalating maritime hostilities. The
Philippines responded by reinforcing its defence capabilities and alliances,
particularly with the United States and Japan. China’s assertive stance in
the Philippines’ Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) hindered joint explora-
tion efforts in oil and natural gas reservoirs while also impeding Filipino
vessels tasked with resupply missions. Complicating matters further was the
discovery of a «gentlemen’s agreement» between former President Duter-
te and Chinese President Xi Jinping. The purported agreement implied
submission to Chinese dominance by maintaining the «status quo» in con-
tested territories and refraining from constructing military installations in
exchange for non-interference in resupply missions to the naval vessel BRP
Sierra Madre, beached near the Second Thomas (Ayungin) Shoal [Tajima
and Royandoyan 2024, 19 April].

Diplomatic tensions gradually turned into national security con-
cerns with the entanglement of Chinese nationals in Philippine political
and military affairs. Heightened scrutiny arose over the reported influx of
Chinese students enrolled in a university in Cagayan province, an area with
identified EDCA sites [Mendoza 2024, 17 April]. Concerns deepened with
increasing instances of criminal activity following the arrests of Chinese fu-
gitives using Filipino identities, the continued proliferation of illegal Phil-
ippine Offshore Gaming Operations (POGOs), and human trafficking. Fur-
thermore, the ongoing Senate inquiry into the dubious citizenship, identity,
and activities of the incumbent town mayor in Tarlac province, allegedly
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involved in a sophisticated POGO network operating within her jurisdic-
tion, unveiled suspicious surveillance and hacking activities along with intri-
cately constructed underground tunnels within the property [Ombay 2024,
7 May]. These developments, along with calls for the expulsion of Chinese
diplomats over wiretapping and misinformation charges involving unoffi-
cial communications [Cupin 2024, 10 May], fuelled speculations of China’s
infiltration of domestic affairs, thereby compromising national security and
encroaching upon Philippine sovereignty.

Another source of policy friction was the issue of human rights root-
ed in the Duterte administration’s infamous war on drugs. Both Marcos
Jr. and Duterte have faced severe allegations of human rights violations,
with the former ignoring conversations on the atrocities committed during
his father’s dictatorship. Nonetheless, Marcos Jr. was evidently aware of the
political repercussions of sustaining Duterte’s illiberal tactics, given that his
family’s redemption also hinges on denying the excesses of the martial law
regime. In an apparent swipe at his predecessor’s flagship policy, Marcos
Jr. admitted the «abuses» that occurred during the war on drugs [Gregorio
2023, 5 May]. He made this remark while attending a forum in the US, the
country that gained most of Duterte’s indignation for frequently calling out
his violent anti-narcotics campaign.

Former Senator Leila De Lima’s release from detention was by far
the most significant development on this issue. Arguably the staunchest
critic of Duterte’s war on drugs, the former justice secretary-turned-sena-
tor was imprisoned in 2017 for her alleged involvement in drug traffick-
ing within the country’s national penitentiary. She has been cleared of two
of the three drug charges brought against her by the previous administra-
tion, and in November 2023, bail was granted for her remaining case. Her
successive court victories occurred concurrently with the subsequent re-
traction of testimony from over a dozen witnesses. Star witness Rafael Ra-
gos also named Duterte’s former Justice Secretary Vitaliano Aguirre and
other high-ranking officials as among those who pressured him to testify
against De Lima [Buan 2023, 21 November]. After her release, the court
also received a letter from 7 witnesses claiming that their «forced partici-
pation» in her case was due to «unimaginable threats» to their lives [Hicap
2023, 22 November]. These developments further strengthen the notion
that De Lima was a victim of political persecution for probing Duterte’s
war on drugs.

Marcos Jr.’s apparent departure from Duterte’s illiberal tactics of-
fered a favourable circumstance for De Lima’s release. Since assuming of-
fice, the new President has not shown any inclination to subvert judicial
independence. Marcos Jr. administration has subsequently gained from
these developments, which are seen as an attempt to restore the Philip-
pines’ international image tarnished by Duterte’s blatant disregard for the
rule of law. A week after the court allowed De Lima to post bail, Marcos Jr.
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also revealed that his administration is studying whether the Philippines
should re-join the International Criminal Court [Mangaluz 2023, 24 No-
vember]. This might be seen as a further jab at Duterte, who steered the
country’s withdrawal from the Rome Statute in 2018.

Lastly, Marcos Jr. also reversed his predecessor’s hard-line approach
to the Philippines’ decades-long communist insurgency by reviving the
Government’s peace talks with the National Democratic Front of the
Philippines (NDFP). Duterte first issued a presidential proclamation in
2017 terminating the peace talks with the NDFP, and at the height of
the COVID-19 pandemic, verbally ordered security forces to «finish oft>
communist rebels [Regencia 2021, 6 March]. Just after granting amnes-
ty to some insurgents in November 2023, the Marcos Jr. administration
agreed with the NDFP to revive the peace talks, which the president called
an «optimistic step» towards peacefully ending the insurgency [Geducos
2023, 29 November].

In her first public rebuttal of Marcos Jr., Duterte-Carpio denounced
the Philippine government’s renewed negotiations with communist rebels,
calling it «<an agreement with the devil» [Servallos 2023, 5 December]. She
also publicly opposed the President’s amnesty measures. Instead, she ap-
pealed to continue the projects implemented by the National Task Force to
End Local Communist Armed Conflict (NTF-ELCAC), where she serves as
co-vice chair. This Duterte-era task force was originally founded to provide
a comprehensive and sustainable solution to the communist insurgency
through infrastructure development, livelihood programs, social services,
and financial and livelihood assistance to former rebels and their families
but has gained notoriety for its red-tagging activities.? While Marcos Jr. re-
frained from responding to his vice president’s remarks, Duterte-Carpio’s
public opposition to the new President’s peace plan further fuelled specu-
lations of the widening rift confronting the UniTeam.

3.3. Supermajority, destabilization attempts, and consolidation in the House of
Representatives

The power struggle within the UniTzam mainly unfolded in the House of
Representatives. In the Philippine political setting, wherein a deeply en-
trenched patronage system is an enduring feature, the legislature’s com-
position always projects the extent of the president’s political strength and
influence. Given the lack of party loyalty and the absence of any institution-
al constraint on party-switching, it is a regular occurrence for Filipino poli-
ticians to join the winning presidential candidate’s party after each election
cycle to obtain access to patronage [Teehankee 2012]. This trend is typically
witnessed in the country’s lower house, wherein the ties between district

2. In the Philippines, red-tagging pertains to the act of labelling individuals or
groups as members or supporters of the communist insurgency.
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representatives and their constituents are mainly grounded on the constant
distribution of patronage benefits [Kasuya 2009].°

As expected, being the Philippines’ first post-EDSA majority president,
Marcos Jr. swiftly commanded a supermajority in Congress at the start of his
term. Veteran senator Juan Miguel Zubiri, who was part of the UniTeam 2022
senatorial slate, was elected Senate President, while Marcos Jr.’s first cousin,
Martin Romualdez, was elected House Speaker. Explicitly endorsed by the
President, Romualdez’s overwhelming election — with 283 out of 315 votes
(89.9%) — highlighted the consolidation of the country’s dominant political
forces behind the Marcos-Duterte coalition [Gregorio 2022, 25 July].

With numerous politicians jumping on the presidential bandwagon,
the UniTeam appeared to be a formidable governing alliance until frac-
tures surfaced just before Marcos Jr. completed his first year in office. They
started to appear when Arroyo was demoted from her role as the House’s
Senior Deputy Speaker in May 2023, because she was suspected of plan-
ning a coup to grab the House leadership. She publicly dismissed the ac-
cusation as «needless politicking» [De Leon 2023, 19 May]. She admitted
that she aspired to the House Speakership when Marcos Jr. won but soon
relinquished her plan when the President favoured Romualdez. Just two
days after Arroyo’s demotion, Duterte-Carpio resigned as a member of the
Romualdez-led Lakas-CMD in an apparent sign of protest.* In response, Ro-
mualdez stated that the House was «in order» and, without naming anyone,
said destabilization attempts against its leadership should be «nipped in the
bud» [Porcalla 2023, 22 May].

The apparent rift became even more pronounced at the height of the
congressional deliberations for the 2024 national budget. Duterte-Carpio
requested PHP 650 million (USD 11.6 million) in confidential and in-
telligence funds (CIF) for the Office of the Vice President (OVP) and the
Department of Education (DepEd). Such a request triggered widespread
scrutiny since CIF is not subject to the Commission on Audit’s (COA) rig-
orous auditing process, and the primary mandates of OVP and DepEd are
not security related. Amid the public backlash, Duterte-Carpio branded the
CIF critics as «enemies of the state» for «going against peace», which she
explained was the reason for allocating such funds to her offices [Chi 2023,
5 October]. In October 2023, a small committee in the House in charge of
appropriation amendments unanimously approved the realignment of the
CIF of several civilian agencies, including the OVP and DepEd, to those in
charge of national security affairs [Mantaring 2023, 10 October]. This move

3. Except for the 20% of seats allocated to party-list representatives, the Philip-
pine House of Representatives follows a single-member district plurality election rule.

4. Romualdez was the President of Lakas-CMD, while Arroyo was its Chairman
Emeritus. With Arroyo widely considered her political mentor, Duterte-Carpio joined
Lakas-CMD in preparation for teaming up with Marcos Jr. for the 2022 presidential
elections.
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by the lower chamber drew the ire of former President Duterte, who publicly
called the House the country’s «most rotten institution» [Inocencio 2023, 6
November]. Suspecting Romualdez of politicking for a future presidential
bid, Duterte also threatened to scrutinize how the House Speaker spent
public funds if he decided to run for president [Antonio 2023, 11 October].

The former President’s tirades against the House further pushed Mar-
cos Jr’s allies to consolidate behind Romualdez. The House members adopt-
ed House Resolution No. 1414, «upholding the integrity and honour» of the
lower chamber and «expressing appreciation and solidarity» to the House
Speaker [Quismorio 2023, 6 November]. Adopting the resolution also served
as a loyalty check for Marcos Jr.’s allies, which Arroyo seemingly did not pass.
She was one of the two deputy speakers who failed to sign the resolution, the
other one being Davao City representative Isidro Ungab, one of the staunch
supporters of the Vice President. Both Arroyo and Ungab were removed from
their posts by the House members. Moreover, Senior Deputy Speaker Aurelio
Gonzales, a top official in the House, also resigned from Duterte’s PDP-Laban.

Duterte-Carpio ultimately retracted her request for PHP 650 million
(USD 11.6 million) CIF in the proposed 2024 national budget in an appar-
ent bid to save face amid the public backlash, her family’s diminishing in-
fluence in Congress, and Marcos Jr.’s inaction in defending her from critics.

While the Vice President’s move temporarily eased the political ten-
sion, the power struggle that prematurely erupted in the country’s lower
house exposed the cracks in the Marcos-Duterte governing coalition. In No-
vember 2023, rumours of a potential impeachment against Duterte-Carpio
even circulated in Congress, which grabbed the national media’s attention,
causing Marcos Jr. to deny plans to oust the Vice President during an inter-
view with reporters. At about the same time, an alleged destabilization plot
also broke the headlines, prompting the Chief of Staff of Armed Forces to
warn active military personnel against joining in any efforts to destabilize
the Marcos Jr. administration.

It remains to be seen if the divisions within the UniTeam will further
widen as the country gears up for the 2025 midterm elections, during which
the Dutertes and their remaining allies might be forced to play the role of
the opposition. Currently, this political fiasco revealed that while Romual-
dez presides over the House of Representatives, the loyalty of the country’s
dominant political forces stays with the President, despite occasional attacks
from his predecessor, who previously commanded a supermajority in Con-
gress during his term.

4. Conclusion

The Marcos Jr. and Duterte-Carpio’s Unileam alliance for the 2022 pres-
idential election brought expectations that the new administration would
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advance Duterte’s legacies. However, Marcos Jr.’s sudden reversal of his pre-
decessor’s controversial governance agendas became the defining narrative
of his administration’s initial year, which led to a subsequent power struggle
within the winning coalition.

As argued in this article, there were three major areas in which Mar-
cos Jr. facilitated a departure from the previous administration’s policies:
foreign relations, human rights, and anti-insurgency campaign. Duterte’s
appeasement of China at the US’ expense, contempt for human rights,
and hardline approach toward communist insurgents were largely explica-
ble through the lens of the populist strongman leadership he established
during his term. However, Marcos Jr.’s efforts to rebrand his family’s brutal
legacy and distance himself from Duterte’s illiberal politics necessitated a
departure from his predecessor’s controversial governance agendas men-
tioned above, which could jeopardize his vision for a united Philippines
and his family’s quest for redemption. The most notable policy Marcos Jr.
actively reversed upon assuming office was Duterte’s widely unpopular pivot
to China. Under the pretext of preserving the status quo, his predecessor
had adopted a soft and accommodating stance toward China, causing the
Philippines further to lose its grip over the West Philippine Sea and face
various national security concerns over the alarming influx of Chinese na-
tionals linked to suspicious activities. In response to the escalating maritime
tensions, Marcos Jr. pivoted back to the US, drawing strong criticisms from
Duterte himself.

As discontent among Duterte and his remaining allies grew over
Marcos Jr.’s policy reboot, a schism also emerged among the UniTeam’s key
actors, notably between Romualdez and Duterte-Carpio. The subsequent
power struggle that erupted in early 2023 led to the further consolidation of
pro-Marcos forces at the expense of the Dutertes. Such developments would
shape the Philippines’ political landscape heading into the 2025 midterm
elections — a de facto referendum on the Marcos Jr. presidency.

However, Marcos Jr. faced a much deeper leadership challenge be-
neath the apparent clash of the Philippines’ most influential political clans.
The results of the 2022 presidential elections may be perceived as a political
reward for his family’s protracted endeavour to reclaim the country’s top
political post. Nonetheless, complete redemption remains in limbo, as the
ultimate judgment will depend on the outcomes and legacies the new Mar-
cos regime will produce by 2028. The Marcos family’s political resurgence
was mainly fuelled by their supporters’ convictions that the martial law’s
excesses were inconsequential to the country’s future or that Marcos Sr.’s
stint in Malacanang Palace® was the country’s «golden age». By embracing
a new era of Marcos leadership, the majority of voters decided that Mar-
cos Jr. could navigate the Philippines out of the many pressing problems

5. The Philippine President’s official residence and workplace.
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left behind by the COVID-19 pandemic and his predecessor’s ineffective
policies, such as the soaring prices of essential commodities, ballooning na-
tional debt, and troubled foreign relations. Nevertheless, despite dedicating
his initial year in office to laying the groundwork for his «Bagong Pilipinas»
(New Philippines) vision, significant socioeconomic changes that would
improve the lives of ordinary Filipinos failed to materialize, driving Marcos
Jr’s administration toward an area of turbulence.
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In 2023, public discourse in Malaysia was dominated by identity politics, framed
around the imperative of safeguarding Malaysia’s national core. These dynamics
obscured the intricate interplay of geographical, socio-demographic and economic
marginalization, further polarizing voter preferences across the country. Within this
Sframework, the newly appointed unity government struggled to promote reforms aimed
at revitalizing the Malaysian economy and ensuring a faer distribution of benefits,
beyond existing ethnic-based policies. The Anwar administration progressively aligned
its political narrative with the established discursive patterns of Malaysian political
culture, averting public questioning of existing governance and political practices. In
foreign policy, the Prime Minister leveraged his image as a Southeast Asian and Mus-
lim leader to bolster Malaysia’s relations with ASEAN countries and with the Muslim
world. Within the latter in particulay, Malaysia adopted a clear stance, notably through
his outspoken condemnation of Israel and open support for the Palestinian cause.

Keyworps — Identity politics; Malaysia Madani; 3R; social disparities; unity
government.

1. Introduction

In Malaysia, the year 2023 witnessed a growing trend in public debates being
shaped by racially and religiously framed narratives, echoing the tones set
in 2022 during the 15" general election (GE-15) campaign [Saleem 2023].
A Malay-centric rhetoric surfaced in the political discourse of the newly in-
stalled unity government led by the Pakatan Harapan (PH), an alliance of the
Democratic Action Party (DAP), the Parti Keadilan Rakyat (People’s Justice
Party, PKR) and other smaller parties. Besides the PH, the unity government
comprised three other coalitions: the Gabungan Parti Sarawak (Sarawak Par-
ties Alliance, GPS), the Gabungan Rakyat Sabah (Sabah People’s Alliance,
GRS) and the Barisan Nasional (BN), led by the United Malays National Or-
ganization (UMNO), a Malay nationalist party. On the opposition side, the
Parti Pribumi Bersatu (Malaysian United Indigenous Party, Bersatu) and Parti
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Project of National Interest (PRIN 2017) “Genealogies of African Freedoms” (cod
KFW5R]-004), at the Research Unit of the University of Pavia.
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Islam Se-Malaysia (Islamic Party of Malaysia, PAS) — the main parties within
the Perikatan Nasional (National Alliance, PN) coalition — continued to ad-
vance their hard-line brand of Malay religious nationalism.

The dominance of identity politics emerged in the context of increas-
ing public disillusionment with long-unmet promises of reform to tackle
widespread corruption, boost economic development and uplift the living
conditions of the downtrodden sections of society. In this particular sce-
nario, analysts and observers of Malaysian politics warned that, if not con-
tained, the normalization of polarizing political narratives could alter the
country’s socio-political landscape for the years to come [Leong 2023].

In fact, appealing to racial and religious themes in Malaysian pub-
lic discursive repertoire is longstanding. Similar dynamics have shaped
political debate, state interventions and economic policies since the coun-
try’s independence in 1957. In particular, Muslim-Malay dominance has
provided the basis of political legitimacy along the principle of 3R — an
acronym standing for «race, religion, royalty». The 3R concept encapsu-
lates the racial-religious underpinnings of Malaysia’s consociational state.
It defines a political discourse that endorses Muslim-Malay primacy while
also promising to address the ethnic-based socio-economic inequalities in-
herited as a legacy of British colonial policies [Rajandran and Lee 2023:
5]. Since independence, economic imbalances have negatively affected the
Bumiputera («sons of the soil») — a Malaysian term describing the Malay
majority and other indigenous peoples of Southeast Asia — compared to
ethnic Chinese and Indian minorities. In the aftermath of independence,
the sharp socio-economic disparities led to socio-political unrest, with racial
riots erupting in 1967. As a response, the state introduced the Bumiputera
agenda', a policy of affirmative action favouring the Malay majority and
other minoritarian indigenous communities. The Bumiputera agenda rein-
forced the conflation of Malay identity and Muslim faith, already enshrined
in article 160 of the Constitution.

In addition, throughout Malaysia’s post-colonial history, allegiance
to Malay royalty has served as a foundational element of national identity.
Nonetheless, this principle has not invariably dictated government policies
over time, nor has it uniformly underpinned political strategies and posi-
tioning [Hamid and Zawawi 2023: 25].

Notably, in the aftermath of GE-15 and leading up to the 2023 state
elections?, the 3R has assumed new significance, with identity discourses

1. On the origin of the Bumiputera agenda see [Mangiarotti 2022: 230-31].

2. Each of the thirteen states of the Malaysian federation possesses a legisla-
tive assembly and an executive council led by a Chief Minister. State elections are
organized every five years, usually coinciding with federal elections. However, in Au-
gust 2023, only six states conducted elections, namely Kedah, Kelantan, Terengganu,
Penang, Selangor, and Negeri Sembilan. These states had opted not to dissolve their
assembly in 2022, when federal elections were held.
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appearing pivotal in mediating access to political power [Leong 2023]. At
the same time, however, the fault lines of social disparity manifested across
multiple interlocking factors.

To trace the contours of these developments, this essay sets out to
examine some key events that marked the year 2023, aiming to disentangle
ongoing socio-political trends in Malaysia. It highlights how, in 2023, the
framing of social disparities through race and religion-centred discourses
obscured the reality of disenfranchised social groups, not only across class
and ethnicity but also in terms of their geographical locations on the fringes
of Malaysia’s socio-political landscape [Washida 2023].

The first part of the essay deals with domestic politics. It examines
how the multi-coalition unity government that was formed after the Novem-
ber 2022 polls dealt with the challenges posed by internal political hetero-
geneity. This part also analyses how a politics of Malay identity shaped the
campaign leading up to the 12 August state elections and assesses its impact
on the unity government’s manoeuvrability amidst a public debate increas-
ingly polarized along ethno-religious nationalist themes.

The second part focuses on the government’s economic agenda. It
analyses the Madani economy, an ambitious framework which re-envisioned
a familiar theme of Anwar’s political narrative, aiming to tackle deepening
socio-economic cleavages.

Finally, the article surveys some major issues on the international
front, with a particular focus on Malaysia’s outspoken stance regarding the
Israel’s war on Gaza.

2. Um'ty government at test

At the onset of 2023, keenly aware of the uneasy foundations of his unity
government [Saleem 2023], Prime Minister Anwar Ibrahim took steps to
consolidate his position. He began his mandate with a motion of confidence
in parliament to establish his majority, followed by the presentation of a
Memorandum of Understanding that bound coalition partners to the unity
government [Hutcinson 2023].

Then, in January 2023, Anwar presented the slogan «Malaysia
Madani», articulating a vision for government policies aimed at addressing
present and future economic, social and political challenges. Since inde-
pendence, slogans have been used by prime ministers as a branding tool,
setting the administration apart from their predecessors. The new narrative
was meant to replace former Prime Minister Ismail Sabri Yaakob’s «Keluar-
ga Malaysia» [Malaysian family], which fostered a vision of unity and social
peace [Mangiarotti 2022: 228-231]. Madani is an Arabic term, derived from
the name of the city of Medina, which broadly translates as «civilized». Ma-
laysia Madani stands in continuity with other slogans coined by other prime
ministers, such as Abdullah Badawi’s «Islam Hadhari» [civilizational Islam]
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and Najib Razak’s «Islam Wasatiyyah» [moderate Islam]. All of them have
sought to promote a vision of society based on Islamic values in opposition
to the Islamist conservatism propagated by PAS [Musa 2023: 9].

Despite the enticing rhetoric rooted in good governance, progress
and humanity embedded within the Malaysia Madani tagline, electoral con-
cerns and political calculations took precedence over promises of political
and social revitalization. During the first half of 2023, parties in the ruling
coalition and the PN opposition devoted most political efforts on garnering
support from Malay voters in anticipation of the 12 August state elections.
Ethnic Malays dominate most electorates within the six states that headed
to the polls, with Kedah, Kelantan, and Terengganu considered to be the
country’s «Malay heartland»’. Meanwhile, the governing coalition attempt-
ed to strike a balance between the necessity to reassure public opinion about
its Muslim-Malay foundations, while also living up to its image as a pluralist,
reform-oriented administration.

2.1. UMNO: an unruly ally within the ruling coalition

An obvious challenge to the viability and reputation of the Anwar admin-
istration has been the uneasy association between PH and the UMNO-led
BN. In November 2022, as the outcomes of GE-15 resulted in a hung parlia-
ment, the then Agong [Malaysia’s constitutional monarch] encouraged and
approved the alliance between the two coalitions, former staunch political
rivals, to form the unity government [Saleem 2023].

The UMNO governed the country uninterruptedly for 61 years until
suffering a historic defeat in the 2018 national elections. The party’s elec-
toral decline is linked to a history of corruption scandals and entrenched
clientelism. Despite the repeated calls for internal rejuvenation coming from
its traditional grassroots electorate, by 2023 the distance between UMNO’s
leadership and these groups appeared to have widened further.

In January 2023, party President Ahmad Zahid Hamidi announced a
«large-scale cleansing of the party» to target internal «saboteurs» [‘A large
scale party cleansing’ 2023]. Supposedly aimed at bolstering UMNO’s
credibility as a dependable government ally, the measure resulted in the
silencing of some prominent internal critics, including senior party leaders
[Chin 2023]. Each had voiced their opposition against Zahid’s choice to
form an electoral alliance with the Chinese-dominated Democratic Action
Party (DAP). Due to its overtly liberal-progressive agenda, furthering good
governance, anti-corruption and socio-cultural pluralism, DAP has tradi-
tionally been viewed as an opponent of UMNO, particularly among the
latter’s Malay vote base.

3. With the notable exception of Penang, a small, wealthy and highly urbanized
state with large ethnic Chinese (44.5 per cent) and ethnic Indian (9.7 per cent) pop-
ulations [Hutchinson 2023, 23 November].
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Hamidi’s efforts to align UMNO with the agenda of the unity govern-
ment proved insufficient to quell public distrust, particularly amid the cor-
ruption scandals involving Hamidi and other prominent party members.
Hamidi was facing prosecution on 47 charges related to a corruption and
money laundering case linked to a charity he established with the stated
purpose of eradicating poverty [Al Jazeera 2023, 4 September]. The legal
charges against the President emerged as fellow party member and former
Prime Minister Najib Razak was serving a 12-year prison sentence for his
involvement in the IMDB state fund corruption scandal [Lemiere 2023b].*
In September 2023, an unexpected court decision withdrew charges against
Hamidi and halted his prosecution. The move elicited anti-government
protests across major cities; Prime Minister Anwar was accused of betraying
his anti-corruption stance by helping Hamidi in exchange for political sup-
port [Associated Press 2023, 16 September].

Despite internal challenges, UMNO’s participation in the unity gov-
ernment has yielded some mutually beneficial outcomes [Ostwald 2023]. As
identity discourses gained traction across the political spectrum, the party’s
image as the traditional champion of Malay nationalism provided voters
with an alternative to the more extreme Islamist ethno-nationalist stance
promoted by the PAS and BN alliance [Rahim 2018].

2.2. A tightrope walk

In 2022, political polarization along racial lines became a key feature of the
run up to GE-15 [Saleem 2023]. As the unity government took office, the
political climate appeared stiffened around divisive 3R tropes. On the one
hand, UMNO intensified a rhetoric of Muslim-Malay dominance to counter
the growing appeal of rival PAS among young rural voters. On the other, the
PH coalition led by Anwar Ibrahim’s People’s Justice Party (PKR) diluted its
reformist platform in response to accusations of undermining Malaysia’s
religious and cultural foundations®. In this regard, PH sought to enhance
its appeal among Malay voters, particularly those who may be wary of the
coalition’s position on multiculturalism and inclusivity.

Assuming the positions of prime minister and finance minister, An-
war assembled a politically disparate cabinet in a bid to reconcile the politi-
cal vision of PH and that of the other parties within the ruling «coalition of
coalitions». The diverse and sometimes conflicting nature of the unity gov-

4. Concerns about the unity government’s ability to carry out its anti-corruption
and reform agenda have been further reinforced in February 2024, after the Malaysian
Pardons Board, led by the outgoing Agong, halved Najib’s sentence to six years.

5. During an interview with Radio Television Malaysia (RTM) on 7 January 2023,
Anwar said: «<sometimes these politicians will say that if Anwar becomes prime minister
then Islam will be ruined, secularism and communism will gain a foothold, and LGBT
will be recognised. This is a delusion. Of course, it will not happen and God willing un-
der my administration this is not going to happen». [New Strait Times 2023, 7 January].
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ernment’s political groupings triggered speculation regarding the prospects
of its survival [Jamaluddin 2023].

In a move that many considered potentially self-defeating, Anwar
appointed his friend Hamidi as one of two deputy prime ministers. The
nomination, which came despite the legal issues haunting UMNO’s repu-
tation, aimed at consolidating the unity government by securing UMNO’s
support. Hamidi’s appointment was thus motivated by pressing realpolitik
imperatives but cast a shadow over Anwar’s commitment to anti-corruption,
a foundational theme of PH’s political platform.

As debates about the viability of Anwar’s diverse cabinet grew, he also
endeavoured to uphold PH’s inclusivity principles, with moves designed to
cater for areas of the country historically marginalised by peninsular-centred
nation-building policies. In this regard, he appointed Fadillah Yusof of Parti
Pesaka Bumiputera Bersatu (PBB), who thus became the first deputy prime
minister from Borneo in the country’s history. In addition, Eastern Malay-
sian MPs obtained relevant portfolios within the unity government, aiming
to ensure consensus among East Malaysian voters in exchange for increased
political representation and relevance [Mishra 2022, 24 December].

As state elections approached, Anwar found himself walking a tight-
rope between expectations of his largely urban voter base — shaped around
his long-cultivated image as a reformist and progressive leader — and the
pressure of conservative pro-Malay forces questioning the legitimacy of his
political power against the dictate of «race, religion, royalty».

In this context, the consolidation of a politics of Malay identity in
public discourse overshadowed the multiple interlocking lines of socio-de-
mographic and economic marginalization that have increasingly deepened
social cleavages and influenced voters’ preferences in Malaysia.

2.3. State elections

Figure 1. Malaysia states’ map. Source: Wikimedia commons.

In the first half of 2023, less than a year since the last general election, Ma-
laysia’s political parties were gearing up for another electoral showdown.
The two affluent states of Selangor and Penang were set to cast their votes
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alongside Kedah, Kelantan and Terengganu, three of the country’s five
poorest states. In addition, elections were held in Negeri Sembilan, a coast-
al state with sharp internal variations in terms of economic development
and socio-demographic distribution [Zhang and Chin 2023]. In the polls,
the PH-BN alliance faced the federal opposition alliance Perikatan Nasional
(PN). At the time, each coalition held three of the six states.

The ruling coalition fell short of showcasing to the public a con-
vincing political narrative. This deficiency was considered especially det-
rimental as a substantial portion of voters hailed from rural, young and
economically disadvantaged segments. These demographics have been less
inclined to support PH and BN, and the lack of an appealing and coherent
programme from these parties further diminished their chances of gain-
ing favour among these groups [Welsh 2023]. Furthermore, thanks to the
Constitutional Amendment Act 2019 (CA2019), which lowered the voting
age from 21 to 18 [Saleem 2021], a large portion of the electorate in the
six states comprised those aged 18-21. In the 2022 general election, PAS
was able to gain traction among this very age group, especially in the rural
heartland. For these reasons, state polls were seen as a litmus test for An-
war’s administration [Pathak 2023, 28 July].

PH and BN appeared focused on reassuring voters about their roles
as guardians of Malay-Muslim dominance. Anwar invested much political
capital in presenting himself as a Muslim-Malay leader committed to up-
holding the Bumiputera agenda [Hutchinson 2024]. Remarkably, although
during its first six months the government had implemented policies aimed
at tackling the country’s deepening socio-economic challenges, these mea-
sures’ potential long-term effects remained at the margins of the electoral
message of the PH-BN alliance. Instead, preoccupations that the so-called
«green wave» — meaning the rise of Islamist PAS at the expense of a declin-
ing UMNO - would gain further momentum dominated public debates.
Representatives of the ruling coalition devoted much effort in projecting
the PN opposition as fuelling a dangerously extremist 3R narrative, threat-
ening to undermine Malaysia’s multicultural fabric. One month before the
polls, a statement by Anwar during a press conference confirmed the in-
creasing dominance of polarizing narratives in public debate:

to anyone who disobeys the law and challenges the constitution sowing
seeds of division, the consequences not only from the government but
also other parties, and also from discussions with a few of the Malay ru-
lers is for this country to be saved from these clusters of people who are
so desperate for power that they are willing to sacrifice the wellbeing
of the people by causing chaos and discontent [...] consider this a final
warning from the government [New Strait Times 2023, 11 July].

While the Prime Minister’s remark was addressed at the entire polit-
ical spectrum, it was implicitly calling out PN and its use of a divisive eth-
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no-religious nationalist rhetoric in its campaign. Anwar’s warning followed
a number of statements by other political leaders mentioning the instru-
mental deployment of 3R narratives as detrimental to the country’s stability
and intercommunal relations.

In the end, the August state elections did not substantially alter the
political equilibrium, although they confirmed some underlying trends.
The ruling coalition kept the opposition at bay, maintaining its hold on
Negeri Sembilan, Penang, and Selangor. The outcome can be partly as-
cribed to the remarkable growth of the DAP, which won 47 out of 48 of the
seats it contested. The DAP had consistently positioned itself as a bastion
of multiculturalism and civil rights. Its convincing performance in the state
elections sheds light on the liberal electorate’s growing concern over the
identitarian bent displayed by several parties across the political spectrum.

The results also revealed the fault lines in the governing coalition’s
political narrative. As noted, the failure to effectively communicate key mea-
sures, particularly those aimed at empowering youth [Pathak 2023, 28 July],
must be contextualized against the backdrop of a growing crystallization
of the political debate around the theme of religious-racial belonging. In
this context, pressing socio-economic issues affecting significant segments
of the Malay electorate appeared to resonate more with PN’s sectarian rhet-
oric than with PH’s more transversal promises of equity and redress. In
these circumstances, voters’ support for the main coalition within the unity
government was framed largely as against the opposition rather than as an
endorsement of PH’s platform of democratic reform.

Besides capitalizing on the steady decline of UMNQO’s populari-
ty [Wong 2023], PAS has spent decades cultivating a support base among
young Malay voters in the poorest states.’ The party’s political narrative
blends religious messages and moral values, while prioritizing the econom-
ic grievances of impoverished Malays in geographically neglected areas.
Moreover, the party has been able to garner legitimacy in certain urban
wards and outside its traditional rural strongholds, because past govern-
ments have failed to deliver on electoral promises. PAS has directly ad-
dressed the expectations of disenfranchised and impoverished voters, both
Malay and belonging to neglected minorities.

The precarious political equilibrium among the different factions
within the governing coalition benefitted from the anti-hopping law passed
immediately before the November 2022 national elections, which prevented
continuous defections within political parties [Subhan 2023]. However, in
the post-election scenario, Anwar appeared increasingly preoccupied with
strengthening Malay support for his leadership and the unity government

6. According to Altaf Deviyati Ismail, PAS’ successes in the national and state
elections must also be attributed to the decade-long effort in creating an ecosystem
of educational, religious and communal spaces where the seeds of religio-political
revival have assiduously been cultivated [Deviyati 2023].
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[Lemiere 2023a]. The state elections thus reinforced the political polariza-
tion to the detriment of the unity government’s reform agenda.

2.4. «Malaysia Madani»: A tenuous political narrative

Presenting his «Malaysia Madani» slogan on 19 January 2023,
Anwar said:

Madani means we must have good values and prioritise good governan-
ce and ethics. This will be crucial as we face 2023. Madani will be the
approach we take where we disregard race, religion and political affilia-
tions so everyone can have a fair chance» [MalayMail 2023, 19 January].

Madani has been an underlying feature of Anwar’s political narrative
since he first introduced the concept in 1995, when he was Finance Minister
and Deputy Prime Minister. Deeply rooted in Islamic principles of social
justice and equality, the first conceptions of Madani encompassed a number
of values including tolerance, freedom of thought, moderation, pragmatism
and reciprocity [Musa 2023].

As the political philosophy underlying Anwar’s unity government, the
Madani 2.0 advocates sustainability, care, creativity, inclusivity, respect and
kindness to address inequalities stemming from racial and religious divi-
sions. This should primarily translate into measures for wealth distribution,
good governance and anti-corruption [Musa 2023].

The concept has been considered a potentially innovative approach for
Malaysia’s social reconciliation and economic recovery [Lee 2023]. However,
certain government actions have rendered Anwar’s Madani narrative rather
tenuous, especially on issues concerning vulnerable and minority groups.”

Notably, civil society organizations have harshly criticized the govern-
ment’s proposed amendments to citizenship regulations. Originally meant
to tackle a law that prevented a woman to pass on Malaysian citizenship
to her children born overseas, the bill also included amendments that re-
moved other protections against statelessness [Lawyers For Liberty 2023,
24 June]. According to the Human Rights Commission of Malaysia, these
amendments «could adversely affect vulnerable groups like children born
out of wedlock, stateless children adopted by Malaysian parents, and found-
lings». The government, however, responded to the pushback by adducing
limited leeway on the matter, with the final outcome resting in the decision
of the Conference of Rulers [Tong 2023, 10 July].®

7. Critics have also remarked that the concept of Madani had previously been
used by Islamist groups to propagate conservative and exclusionary views of Malay-
sian society [Aznan et. al. 2023].

8. The Conference of Rulers comprises the rulers of the nine Malay states and
four governors from states lacking a hereditary ruler. The Conference has a number
of functions, including electing the Agong (King) and approving certain amendments
to the Federal Constitution.
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The Anwar administration also displayed an increasingly conservative
approach to civil liberties issues, suggesting a departure from PH’s tradi-
tional progressive stance. In August, the government banned a series of
LGBTQ-themed Swatch watches for «promoting, supporting, and normal-
izing the LGBTQ+ movement that is not accepted by the general public in
Malaysia» [Strangio 2023, 11 August]. The ban was issued amid a growing
crackdown on queer culture in Malaysia.

Especially in the run-up to state elections, the escalation of nationalist
Muslim-Malay rhetoric appeared to influence the government’s approach
to several other social issues, including group-targeted policies.

On 5 August, during a question-and-answer session at Penang Matric-
ulation College, an Indian student confronted Anwar regarding the flaws in
pro-Bumiputera ethnic quotas in education. The student asked:

When will the quota system be abolished and replaced by a meritocra-
cy system? My friends and I, as well as others that are not known, are
affected by this quota system, all because they don’t have Bumiputera
status [Hwok-Aun 2023].

Despite the student’s efforts to elaborate on her question, a visibly
irritated Anwar interrupted her, claiming he has already addressed similar
inquiries in previous sessions. He further accused her of being unfair to
disadvantaged Bumiputera students and insisted she should have instead
brought up specific cases of non-Malays being denied access into public
universities [Ibidem].

Political opponents and several social media users criticized Anwar
for essentially cutting off the student [Haizan 2023, 7 August], with the PN
opposition demanding an apology from the Prime Minister [Malaysia Now
2023, 6 August]. This exchange underscored how group-based divisions
persisted in dominating public discourse, despite the government’s rhetoric
of social harmony and cooperation. Yet, social cleavages have seldom been
explicitly addressed in relation to the longstanding and emerging socio-eco-
nomic disparities as well as issues of ethnic minority underrepresentation
within Malaysia’s changing social landscape.

Political discourse in 2023 revolved around the issue of social polar-
ization and identity politics on the one hand and preserving Malaysia’s core
on the other. In these circumstances, any attempt to openly interrogate the
current state of governance apparatus and political practices was shunned
as sensitive or politically volatile. This trend highlighted the problematic
way in which political power relates to the interlocking dimensions of race,
community, as well as socio-economic and demographic factors.

3. The Madani economic policy

Despite the predicaments of politicized discourse, the Madani concept has
provided the government with a blueprint for economic reform.
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In mid-2023, Anwar launched the «Madani economy» framework,
aiming to align the policies with the moral values underpinning govern-
ment action. Against the challenges linked to the country slowing economic
growth, heavily affected by a dwindling export industry and rising food in-
flation, the new scheme aimed to boost the country’s wealth and position
Malaysia as a leading Asian economy, while also guaranteeing a just re-al-
location of the benefits. Within this framework, the government proposed
seven key performance indicators to assess its economic mid-term targets
within a 10-year period [Ministry of Finance Malaysia 2023a].

The presentation of the Madani economy plan was followed in Oc-
tober by the tabling of Budget 2024. Themed Economic Reform, People’s Em-
powerment, the scheme allocated some MYR 393.8 billion (US$ 82.4 billion).
Among the various policy priorities, measures such as revenue protection,
progressive taxation and reduced subsidies for the more affluent classes res-
onated with the Madani philosophy. The Budget is rooted in Anwar’s vision
of a <humane economy», a concept he developed over the course of his
long political career. Based on the goal of creating a more equitable soci-
ety, Anwar’s humane economy complements «efficiency with welfare, growth
with redistribution, and development with compassion», linking economic
reform with moral and social renewal [Teik 2020: 23]. During his Budget
2024 presentation speech, Anwar proclaimed:

the economic policy is supposed to be geared towards growth and eco-
nomic flattening. However, a huge amount of subsidies has benefitted
the rich. It is hoped that by improving the leakage of subsidies, the pro-
ceeds can be distributed to the Rakyat (citizenry) including the increase
in wages of the working class [Ministry of Finance Malaysia 2023b].

Overall, the Madani economy framework provides a roadmap for
policymaking that could effectively enhance the country’s economic stand-
ing while also uplifting the socio-economic conditions of the downtrodden
[Tham 2024, 23 January]. However, the government’s capacity to deliver on
its reform planks remains to be seen. According to a report by the economic
magazine The Edge, based on the 2019 data of the Department of Statistics
of Malaysia, the vast majority (71.6 %) of households earning less than RM
3000 a month are Bumiputeras, compared to the 18.8 % Chinese, 7.4 %
Indian and 1.4% households of other ethnicities [Yeap 2020, 12 August].
According to Sophie Lemieére,

all indicators point toward the same ethnic and geographical direc-
tions: Malay communities in states located along the eastern and nor-
thern coast, as well as communities living in East Malaysia (specifically
Sabah), remain economically more vulnerable than those in urban pe-
ninsular Malaysia [Lemiére 2023b].

The nexus of ethnicity and geographical location in determining dis-
parities and inequalities has been a major challenge to the government’s
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economic policy, especially in the context of a political debate locked in
racially and religiously framed narratives. To follow up on its promise to
tackle structural socio-economic disparities, the government needs to take
regional inequalities into account besides ethnicity-based policies [Rongen
et al. 2023]. Yet, a similar move is likely to be perceived as a threat to the in-
terests of ethnic Malays, who constitute the major recipient of redistributive
policies under current affirmative action policies.

Similar to Malaysia Madani’s political narrative, the unity govern-
ment’s economic programme has struggled to translate political discourse
into bold reform measures, which, nonetheless, could easily trigger oppo-
sition and calls for the government’s removal. Anwar has seemed keenly
aware of the risk of losing further traction among the Malay lower classes,
especially with a public debate polarized along racial-religious lines.

4. International scenario

On the international front, the Anwar government has focused on three
main priority areas [Tan 2023].

First, it has sought to strengthen relations with ASEAN member states
and to boost Malaysia’s role as a strategic player in the region, by pursuing
an active agenda of diplomatic visits. In these contexts, besides promoting
bilateral and multilateral cooperation, Anwar repeatedly spoke out on the
humanitarian crisis in Myanmar. During visits to Thailand and the Philip-
pines in early 2023, he urged ASEAN governments to condemn the junta’s
human rights violations in order to uphold «the cause of justice and the rule
of law» [Anwar Ibrahim 2023, 2 March]. As pragmatically, he sought to tack-
le the inflow of Myanmar refugees into Malaysia [Gomez 2023, 2 March].

Second, Anwar’s foreign policy has prioritized the Middle East,
with the aim of enhancing his standing as a dependable leader within the
Muslim world. The PM’s approach has relied on the Madani philosophy,
promoting Islamic values in both domestic and international politics. In
particular, Anwar has consciously emphasized his personal and political
affinity with Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan. Anwar has also tak-
en a clear stand vis-a-vis Israel’s war on Gaza. Soon after taking office, he
responded to Hamas’s congratulatory messages by reaffirming Malaysia’s
support for the Palestinian cause. While Malaysia has never entertained
diplomatic ties with Israel, it has hardened its position in the wake of the
Gaza crisis, with Anwar becoming one of Israel’s most vocal critics in the
international political arena. On 20 December, he announced that Isra-
el-registered ships and foreign vessels heading to Israel would be banned
from Malaysian ports. He presented the measure as a response «to Israel’s
actions that ignore basic humanitarian principles and violate international
law through the ongoing massacre and brutality against Palestinians» [Al
Jazeera 2023, 20 December].
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Thirdly, Anwar’s unity government reaffirmed the country’s
non-alignment strategy vis-a-vis major power rivalry. Nonetheless, the ad-
ministration has improved bilateral relations with China, through several
high-level meetings with Chinese officials and visits to Beijing in March and
in September