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It was a high-stakes race on the high seas. Car-
rying 70,000 tons of American soybeans, the 
container ship Peak Pegasus sped to China, 

seeking to deliver its cargo before the trade war 
was due to formally begin on July 6, 2018. The 
vessel unfortunately arrived hours too late, and 
had to lie idle off the northeastern Chinese port 
of Dalian for two months. Docking, unloading, 
and clearing customs came at an extra $6 million 
cost in punitive import duties, paid by the Chinese 
buyer to the Chinese customs authorities.

This is just one snapshot in the lose-lose out-
come of the ongoing trade war between China and 
the United States, which has shattered the once-
popular liberal idea that economic interdependence 
would foster more harmonious relations between 
the two great powers. As they exchange tit-for-tat 
tariffs, vast numbers of importers, exporters, man-
ufacturers—and, ultimately, consumers—bear the 
brunt of the fallout. American farmers are suffering 
their worst slump in decades, and some have been 
forced into bankruptcy. At the same time, Chinese 
consumers are paying more for pork and soybean 
products; inflation has been creeping up.

But this is about more than a battle of wills over 
a trade imbalance. The feud not only has precipi-
tated an economic decoupling of the United States 
and China, but also has pushed the overall bilat-
eral relationship to its lowest point in half a cen-
tury. Unnerving as it is, this new norm was years 
in the making.

After the 2008 global financial crisis, and espe-
cially after Xi Jinping took power in 2012, Chi-
na abandoned its modus operandi of lying low 
and biding its time—a strategy dictated by Deng 

Xiaoping in the 1980s—and became more asser-
tive in its pursuit of power and influence abroad. 
Its clashes with the Obama administration on a 
range of issues—not least Taiwan, the East and 
South China Seas, and cybersecurity—provoked a 
fundamental rethinking among American scholars 
and practitioners of the engagement paradigm that 
had underpinned Washington’s China policy since 
the Nixon era. A more adversarial US-China rela-
tionship was taking shape. The trade war might 
have begun in 2017 had President Donald Trump 
not decided he needed China’s help to contain 
North Korea first.

Now, though, basking in the glow of a boom-
ing US economy, the Trump administration has 
resorted to draconian means to punish China. 
Chinese leaders have viewed some of the Ameri-
can demands as an assault on their nation’s politi-
cal system, sovereignty, and dignity—and resisted 
them ferociously.

A year after the trade war began, it has turned 
far worse than most expected and dampened the 
growth prospects of the global economy. Even if 
it is officially declared over soon, the geopolitical 
and strategic rivalry between Beijing and Wash-
ington will persist and may well intensify. Consid-
ering the size and power of these two giants, the 
downward spiral in their relations has far-reaching 
implications for the whole world.

A KOREAN HONEYMOON
Trump has been consistent in his economic 

nationalism. Railing against America’s perennial 
trade deficit was a mainstay for him on the cam-
paign trail. He found a perfect piñata in China. Al-
leging that the United States had been “raped by 
China,” he promised to slap tariffs as high as 45 
percent on Chinese goods.

The Lose-Lose Trade War
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“The feud not only has precipitated an economic decoupling of the United States and China, but 
also has pushed the overall bilateral relationship to its lowest point in half a century.”
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No sooner was he elected than Trump broke de-
cades of precedent by taking a congratulatory call 
from the president of Taiwan, Tsai Ing-wen. But be-
fore he could convert his anti-China rhetoric into 
actual US policy, he was persuaded that the more 
pressing national security imperative was tackling 
North Korea’s nuclear weapons program—and 
even asked for Tsai’s assistance on that matter. 
That was a rookie mistake in diplomacy, since it 
has long been assumed that the road to Pyong-
yang goes through Beijing first. Upon realizing 
that Chinese cooperation would be indispensable 
to implementing his “maximum pressure” strategy 
against North Korea, Trump made a U-turn on Tai-
wan by reaffirming the longtime US “one China” 
policy, which avoids directly challenging Beijing’s 
claim that Taiwan belongs to China.

Long exasperated with North Korea’s provo-
cations, which were destabilizing the region and 
complicating Beijing’s relations with South Ko-
rea, Xi consented to and executed fresh rounds of 
United Nations Security Council sanctions target-
ing North Korea’s exports and imports, most of 
which went through China. Trump had flatter-
ing words for his Chinese counterpart, calling Xi 
his “dear friend.” Even as his administration was 
brandishing tariffs against other trade partners, 
Trump dangled the prospect of a favorable trade 
deal with Beijing if Xi could solve the “North Ko-
rean problem” for him. 

TARIFF MAN
In November 2017, Trump paid his maiden 

visit to Beijing and was given a personal tour of 
the Forbidden City by Xi and his wife. American 
business leaders accompanying Trump garnered 
deals worth $250 billion, but many of them were 
in the form of memoranda of understanding rather 
than formal contracts—a prize that was symbolic 
at best. 

For the time being, though, the Trump admin-
istration was stretched thin by vacancies in key 
positions and was busy negotiating revisions of 
the North American Free Trade Agreement and 
the US trade pact with South Korea. In an opening 
salvo in his trade wars, Trump imposed tariffs of 
30 to 50 percent on foreign solar panels and wash-
ing machines in January 2018. Two months later 
came tariffs on imported steel and aluminum. But 
Chinese producers were largely unscathed due to 
a lack of exposure to the US market.

US-China negotiations to address the bilateral 
trade imbalance began in earnest in late February 

2018. The two sides quickly staked out positions 
poles apart. Soon, as a negotiating tactic, each side 
began publicizing lists of goods to be targeted for 
tariffs. Once again, though, North Korea burst 
onto the scene when Trump announced his im-
promptu decision to meet with Kim Jong-un in 
Singapore. Xi reportedly was taken by surprise, 
like everyone else. When Kim showed up two 
weeks later in Beijing, however, it was Trump’s 
turn to be blindsided. A second Xi–Kim meeting 
ensued six weeks later.

Trump began to bristle over North Korea’s in-
creasing demands for US concessions as a precon-
dition for the Singapore summit. He accused Xi of 
double-dealing and called off his rendezvous with 
Kim. Only after entreaties by South Korean Presi-
dent Moon Jae-in did Trump agree to go through 
with the meeting. Trump left his inconclusive 
summit with Kim claiming that “there is no longer 
a nuclear threat” from North Korea.

Before going to Singapore, Trump had ordered—
as a “personal favor” to Xi—the lifting of an export 
ban on ZTE, a state-owned Chinese telecommuni-
cations firm in Washington’s crosshairs for violat-
ing the US embargo on Iran. But he was still dis-
satisfied that the trade talks had yielded no firm 
Chinese commitment except meager offers to buy 
up to $70 billion in energy, agricultural, and manu-
factured products. 

On July 6, 2018, the trade war officially began 
as the Trump administration followed through 
with its threat to impose a 25-percent tariff on 
Chinese products valued at $34 billion and Beijing 
returned fire, dollar for dollar. As Trump contin-
ued to blame China for undermining his efforts 
to denuclearize North Korea, two more rounds of 
tariffs were implemented in August and Septem-
ber, bringing the total value of affected Chinese 
goods to $250 billion.

Over dinner in Buenos Aires on December 1, 
on the sidelines of a Group of 20 summit, Xi and 
Trump agreed to a truce. Both sides would refrain 
from increasing tariffs or imposing new ones, and 
they would aim for a formal agreement by March 
1, 2019. As a goodwill gesture, China temporar-
ily lowered tariffs on US car products and resumed 
purchases of American soybeans.

TAKEN BY SURPRISE
For all their defiance and counterpunches, Chi-

nese leaders were caught off guard when Trump 
pulled the trigger on tariffs. Having played along 
on North Korea, they assumed that the seemingly 
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good chemistry between Xi and Trump had more 
or less stabilized the relationship. Keen to prove 
to their domestic audience that China under the 
Communist Party would never cave in to a foreign 
power, they felt they had no choice but to match 
tough rhetoric with action in the face of Trump’s 
ultimatums. It was a matter of self-defense, Chi-
nese officials and analysts reiterated. Left unsaid 
was how they had erred in their assessment of 
Trump and the general tenor of the bilateral rela-
tionship.

China’s political class had seen Trump as the 
lesser of two evils in the 2016 US presidential elec-
tion. Beijing was wary of Hillary Clinton, a China 
hawk who spearheaded the Obama administra-
tion’s “pivot to Asia,” which was squarely aimed 
at counterbalancing Chinese expansionism. In 
Trump, Chinese officials and analysts found an 
atypical American politician who had no inter-
est in lecturing them on democracy and human 
rights. His broadsides against the Obama-led, 
China-excluding Trans-Pacific Partnership trade 
pact—and against American 
allies, including Japan and 
South Korea—were music to 
their ears.

Despite Trump’s anti-China 
tirades, the prevailing belief in 
Beijing was that a businessman 
who prided himself on mastery 
of the “art of the deal” must be pragmatic and re-
alistic. Therefore he would not want to upset the 
applecart of broader US-China ties—arguably the 
most important and complicated bilateral relation-
ship in the world today.

Anchoring that relationship, in the typical Chi-
nese analysis, is the robust economic bond that 
has manifested itself in two-way trade and invest-
ment worth hundreds of billions of dollars every 
year. It supposedly bound the two countries of 
disparate cultures and political systems together 
in a manner that rendered divorce impossible for 
this “bickering couple,” another analogy numer-
ous Chinese officials were prone to using. 

This economic interdependence gave many of 
them the false impression that China had achieved 
parity in power with the United States, which 
boosted their confidence. The belief that a uni-
lateral disruption of this “win-win relationship” 
would amount to mutual destruction in economic 
terms gave Beijing excessive assurance that the 
vagaries of Washington’s China policy would not 
swing too far.

Yet the Chinese view was not entirely baseless. 
The last time the United States had tried to lever-
age access to the American market as a way of 
punishing China, in 1994, President Bill Clinton 
had to walk back his threat to link China’s privi-
leged trading status with its human rights record 
after the pro-China business community turned 
against him. Trump surely would face a similar 
boomerang effect should he carry out his threat 
to impose punitive tariffs. Beijing’s retaliation 
would cause targeted pain for Trump’s electoral 
underbelly, the Midwestern swing states that were 
pivotal in his improbable 2016 victory but depen-
dent on the Chinese market for their agricultural 
exports.

So entrenched was the belief that self-interest 
would deter Trump from putting into practice 
what he preached that China’s political elites failed 
to fully grasp his unpredictability, a trait he him-
self touted as a key ingredient of his business suc-
cesses. Nor did many Chinese observers realize 
that the thriving US economy had further embold-

ened Trump.
It is doubtful that many 

Chinese officials and analysts 
ever seriously contemplated 
the outbreak of a trade war, 
let alone prepared for it. Some 
continued to publicly play 
down the possibility, even after 

Trump had already used tariffs against traditional 
US allies.

The trade war came at an inopportune time for 
China—just as its economy was going through a 
rough patch, weighed down by mounting public 
debt, an overheating real estate market, stock mar-
ket volatility, and the collapse of numerous online 
lending schemes. Signs of stress from the trade 
fight soon appeared almost everywhere: stocks 
slumped and the renminbi depreciated, inching 
close to the symbolic level of 7 to the dollar. As 
business confidence declined, consumer spending 
began to show signs of flatlining just when it was 
sorely needed to boost the economy. 

The government cranked up its censorship 
machine to tamp down talk of an economic slow-
down on social media. However, that could not 
stop the spreading news of a bad hiring season for 
fresh college graduates and large numbers of lay-
offs by previously high-flying Internet companies. 
In intellectual circles, murmurings of dissent and 
unease, and questioning of the authorities’ han-
dling of the economy and US relations, could also 
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Any trade deal will be just 
a temporary cease-fire in a 
long-lasting economic war.
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be heard in coded language. Even Deng Xiaoping’s 
eldest son reportedly expressed dismay at the jet-
tisoning of his father’s foreign policy strategy of 
keeping a low profile, as well as the broader direc-
tion the country was taking.

THE HARD BARGAIN
The restart of negotiations in December 2018 

was a welcome reprieve. To appease Trump, the 
apparent solution for Beijing was to buy more 
American products. But the reality was far more 
complicated. Whereas mainstream US economists, 
trade experts, and business leaders dismissed 
Trump’s fixations on the trade deficit and China’s 
currency manipulation as misplaced or outdated, 
they were nonetheless united in their frustration 
over Chinese trade practices and economic poli-
cies. The list of complaints spanned restricted 
market access for foreign firms, state-sponsored 
industrial espionage, intellectual-property theft, 
forced technology transfers, and government sub-
sidies for Chinese companies.

The Made in China 2025 
plan, a strategic blueprint 
that the Chinese government 
unveiled in 2015, called for 
achieving global leadership in 
10 industries, such as informa-
tion technology and robotics. 
It fueled fears over China’s am-
bitions. Once the trade war was in full swing, the 
bigger question became whether Trump should 
settle for a deal that would narrow the nearly $400 
billion annual US trade deficit with China, or push 
for more: long-term structural changes in China’s 
economic system.

Determined not to reach a deal only to see Chi-
na stonewalling or backtracking later, the Trump 
administration was dead set on an enforcement 
mechanism. Beijing resisted a US demand for a 
provision that would allow Trump to impose 
unilateral tariffs if he deemed Chinese actions in 
violation of the deal. After Treasury Secretary Ste-
ven Mnuchin announced that Washington was 
prepared to accept an enforcement scheme that 
“works in both directions,” speculation was rife 
that a final deal was in the offing.

But then, on May 5, came bombshell tweets 
from Trump accusing Beijing of reneging on prior 
concessions, and threatening to ramp up tariffs 
on Chinese goods. A visit to Washington by Vice 
Premier Liu He, Xi’s right-hand man for economic 
policy, failed to break any new ground. On May 

10, Trump raised punitive duties from 10 percent 
to 25 percent for $200 billion worth of Chinese 
goods. China responded with tariff hikes on $60 
billion worth of American goods, mostly agricul-
tural products and other raw materials.

Contradictory accounts of what had derailed 
the negotiations emerged. Public comments by 
Liu suggested that there were three main fault 
lines: Chinese demands that tariffs be lifted once a 
deal was in force, the appropriate volume of Chi-
nese purchases of American goods to narrow the 
deficit, and US demands that China codify con-
cessions in law. Perceptions and misperceptions 
about each other’s strengths and weaknesses also 
played a role. Whereas Trump repeatedly boasted 
that Beijing was desperate because its economy 
was suffering, his pressure on the Federal Reserve 
to lower interest rates was seen by the Chinese as a 
sign of his eagerness to cut a deal that could boost 
the US economy as well as his reelection chances. 
Xi appeared emboldened by such perceptions to 
reject sweeping US demands as infringing on Chi-

nese sovereignty.
Beyond the clash over trade, 

the two sides have been waging 
a parallel struggle over high-
tech supremacy. Thanks to in-
vestment, innovation, and gov-
ernment protection over the 
years, China is fast gaining an 

edge in some critical industries of the future, such 
as artificial intelligence, self-driving automobiles, 
and fifth-generation (5G) mobile communications 
technology. This prospect of Chinese global domi-
nation in technology has prompted Washington 
to deploy all the powers at its disposal to limit 
China’s reach in the United States and abroad. The 
administration and Congress have toughened laws 
and rules aimed at restricting Chinese investment 
and acquisitions of high-tech companies. Individ-
ual Chinese companies and businesspeople were 
targeted.

Right in the bull’s-eye is Huawei, the world’s 
largest telecommunications equipment maker and 
a leader in 5G technology. The company has been 
blocked from the US market for years, but Ameri-
can officials have grown more strident in their 
warnings that Huawei products could contain 
“back doors” designed to let Chinese intelligence 
agents snoop on communications or bring down 
networks altogether. While no concrete evidence 
has been presented for such claims to date, Ed-
ward Snowden’s 2013 leaks of US National Securi-

Chinese leaders were 
caught off guard when Trump 
pulled the trigger on tariffs.
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ty Agency secrets revealed that it had hacked into 
Huawei’s servers.

In December 2018, at the behest of Washing-
ton, Canadian authorities arrested Huawei’s chief 
financial officer (and daughter of its founder), 
Meng Wanzhou. Along with the company, she was 
indicted in January by the US Justice Department 
for allegedly stealing trade secrets and evading US 
sanctions on Iran. In the wake of the breakdown 
in trade talks in May, the US government effective-
ly declared all-out war on Huawei by cutting off 
its access to American software and components.

In a meeting with Xi at the G20 summit in Osa-
ka, Japan, in late June, Trump promised to ease 
some of the restrictions on Huawei, and the two 
agreed to a second truce. Negotiations between 
top Chinese and US officials restarted a month lat-
er, but yielded little. The truce soon gave way to 
renewed escalation of the trade war. 

Complaining that China had not purchased US 
farm goods in the quantity it had promised, on Au-
gust 1 Trump announced that he would slap tariffs 
on an additional $300 billion in Chinese goods. If 
this order is executed in September as scheduled, 
almost all Chinese imports would then be subject 
to Trump’s tariffs. China immediately retaliated by 
suspending all purchases of US agricultural prod-
ucts. Days later, its central bank allowed the yuan 
to depreciate below 7 per dollar, the lowest level in 
11 years, prompting the US Treasury Department 
to label China a “currency manipulator.”

ACUTE INSECURITY
It is now apparent that any trade deal struck 

between Beijing and Washington in the near fu-
ture will be just a temporary cease-fire in a long-
lasting economic war—a conflict that stems from 
the US strategic recalibration on China. The old 
American approach, commonly known as engage-
ment, sought to guide China’s rise and integration 
into the global economic and security systems in a 
peaceful and gradual manner. This process, which 
notably included China’s entry into the World 
Trade Organization in 2001, was predicated on 
the West, and especially the United States, play-
ing a “mentoring” role to China (and ensuring it 
changed to their liking).

But as it turned out, China’s ascent fueled an 
acute sense of insecurity in the United States, not 
least because China, under Xi, has increasingly 
flexed its muscles in its regional vicinity and in 
global forums. Beijing has plowed ahead with the 
massive Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), Xi’s signa-

ture foreign-policy project, designed to promote 
Chinese infrastructure development and invest-
ments around the world. Whereas many scholars 
contend that the BRI is economic in nature and 
chaotic in execution, American officials have char-
acterized it as a geostrategic challenge to the US-
led liberal international order. In retrospect, even 
before Trump’s election, the writing was on the 
wall that a recasting of America’s China strategy 
would be necessary.

Under Trump, suspicion, fear, and resentment 
have hardened into outright hostility. Such senti-
ments were laid bare by Secretary of State Mike 
Pompeo’s claim in May 2019 that China poses “a 
new kind of challenge, an authoritarian regime 
that’s integrated economically into the West.” 
Pompeo made the remark in London while lobby-
ing European countries to boycott Huawei.

US policy makers are more prone than ever to 
see any Chinese activity through the prism of na-
tional security, even at the expense of other inter-
ests. Politicians on both the left and the right have 
warned against the purchase of seemingly innocu-
ous rail cars made in China. In March, the Com-
mittee on Foreign Investment in the United States 
ordered the Chinese owner of Grindr, a popular 
gay dating app, to divest—out of concern that 
Chinese authorities might gain access to its user 
data and blackmail its American users, especially 
military and intelligence personnel.

In April, FBI director Christopher Wray openly 
championed “a whole-of-society approach” to-
ward China. A number of Confucius Institutes, 
Chinese government-sponsored centers for cul-
ture and language training, have been closed on 
university and college campuses. Several research-
ers of Chinese origin have lost their jobs due to 
their links to China, and a much larger number of 
Chinese students and scholars have been denied 
US visas or had their existing ones voided. Such 
trends not only have aroused suspicions of racial 
profiling and stereotyping, but also risk impeding 
normal people-to-people exchanges of a cultural 
and commercial nature. 

In April, the State Department’s director of poli-
cy planning, Kiron Skinner, cited the fact that Chi-
na is “not Caucasian” to help explain the US-China 
competition, seeming to invoke the controversial 
“clash of civilizations” thesis of the late political 
scientist Samuel P. Huntington. Xi, speaking at the 
Conference on Dialogue of Asian Civilizations, 
denounced the argument as “stupid” and “disas-
trous.” Meanwhile, China’s propaganda apparatus 
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has launched a blitz aimed at domestic as well as 
international audiences, vowing not to back down 
in the face of American pressure.

SPIRALING CONFRONTATION
Back in October 2018, a speech by Vice Presi-

dent Mike Pence accusing China of (among other 
things) interfering in the American political pro-
cess stirred many pundits into talk of an unfolding 
cold war between the world’s two greatest powers. 
The Trump administration subsequently indicat-
ed that it had extended the zone of confrontation 
with China to regions as far afield as Africa, the 
Arctic, and Latin America.

Still, the sites of more immediate concern are 
the South China Sea, where US warships routine-
ly sail through disputed waters in a challenge to 
Chinese territorial claims, and Taiwan. Despite 
Trump’s earlier promise to stick to the “One Chi-
na” principle, his administration has ignored Bei-
jing’s angry protests and warnings while steadily 
elevating diplomatic and military ties with the 
pro-independence government of the Democratic 
Progressive Party in Taiwan. 

China’s political class has been jolted by the in-
tensification of American hostility. Even though 
Xi personally dismissed the possibility of a 
“Thucydides trap,” a situation where tensions be-
tween a rising power and an established one spiral 
out of control and lead to war (as they did between 
Athens and Sparta in ancient Greece), they are 
now at least one step closer to it. By no means had 
Beijing planned for this to happen. Xi told Trump 
in their first meeting that “there are one thousand 
reasons to strengthen the Sino-American relation-
ship, and not even one to damage it.”

Having turned China’s one-party rule into one-
man rule, however, Xi faces the unenviable choice 
of either giving in to American demands or chal-
lenging the United States head-on. He has called 
on the nation to revive its revolutionary spirit to 
prevail in what looks to be a protracted period of 
confrontation with the United States. State media 
have lashed out at those at home who call for a 
compromise.

As the Chinese economy braces for a severe 
downturn, the government has redoubled efforts 

to shore up employment and introduced new stim-
ulus packages. However, the shift of supply chains 
out of China is accelerating as the trade war drags 
on. Beijing’s attempt to create its own blacklist and 
its veiled threat to cut off rare-earth exports to the 
United States in response to the Huawei ban will 
force more foreign investors to rethink their China 
strategies.

Nor is further squeezing China necessarily in 
American interests. Already farmers’ losses are pil-
ing up after China stopped purchasing pork, soy-
beans, and other agricultural products. The Trump 
administration pledged to provide $15 billion in 
farm aid, but that will be barely enough. And since 
punitive tariffs now also cover consumer goods 
from China, American consumers will have to 
pay more, even though Trump has misleadingly 
claimed that China will foot the bill.

Washington’s ultimatums have put many coun-
tries in the awkward position of tiptoeing between 
the United States and China. The US campaign 
against Huawei is a prime example of how su-
perpower competition poses dangers for smaller 
countries. While Meng Wanzhou fights her extra-
dition to the United States in a Canadian court, 
three Canadians have been detained in China, 
with one sentenced to death for drug smuggling.

The concurrent rise of anti-Americanism in 
China is bound to stiffen Beijing’s resolve. That 
would be unfortunate, because for every irrecon-
cilable difference between the United States and 
China, there is another area for bilateral coopera-
tion, be it climate change, financial stability, or re-
gional security. 

Washington and Beijing need to find a modus 
vivendi for the range of issues that have put their 
relations to the test, including North Korea. Most 
urgently, Trump and Xi must figure out how to put 
the trade war behind them, now that the result-
ing market uncertainties have dampened global 
economic growth. The imperative of managing a 
competitive coexistence will test the wisdom and 
judgment of the leaders of both countries as they 
search for a mutually acceptable resolution to the 
ongoing economic dispute—and to the future cri-
ses that will inevitably arise in this complicated 
dance of giants. ■
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“Social credit redirects the power of data away from markets and strengthens the 
state’s ability to comprehensively control behavior.”

China’s Social Credit System: 
Data-Driven Governance for a ‘New Era’

LARRY CATÁ BACKER

China’s emerging social credit system rates 
and rewards, or punishes, the behavior of 
officials, businesses, and ordinary citizens. 

But it is more than a social-control mechanism: it 
is at the heart of a new vision of governance. This 

vision is built on a rejection 
of the utility of traditional 
legal and administrative 
mechanisms for governing 
a society. There is a growing 

certainty among China’s leaders, guided by Presi-
dent Xi Jinping’s “New Era socialism with Chinese 
characteristics,” that economic vitality and social 
development can be best achieved through sys-
tems of ratings based on constant supervision.

This emerging vision was driven home on July 
16, 2019, when the General Office of the State 
Council, the chief administrative center of the 
People’s Republic of China, issued a set of “Guid-
ing Opinions on Accelerating the Construction 
of a Social Credit System to Build a New Credit-
Based Supervision Mechanism.” The document 
was directed to virtually all levels of govern-
ment—national, provincial, regional, and munici-
pal—as well as the ministries and commissions of 
the State Council and their respective agencies. 
It underlined a number of critical elements for 
those seeking to understand the way that China 
is governed.

First, it was a reminder of the central role that 
social credit–based governance has assumed since 
the State Council first embraced this new method 
of using data to manage behavior in its 2014 “No-
tice Concerning Issuance of the Planning Outline 
for the Construction of a Social Credit System.” 
Second, it emphasized the systemic character of 

social credit as a mechanism of regulatory gover-
nance in China. Social credit, like law, ought to be 
understood as a system of governance with its own 
organizing principles and characteristics—yet it 
operates autonomously from (though in relation 
to) law.

Third, the Guiding Opinions made as clear as 
possible (given the discursive style of Chinese of-
ficial pronouncements) the connection between 
social credit as a regulatory mechanism and the 
objective of supervision. As an accountability 
measure used to manage officials’ behavior, super-
vision itself has become a central element of Chi-
nese regulatory efforts. It is also applied to foster 
cultures of accountability throughout the popu-
lation, public administration organs, and private 
business enterprises, as well as civil society orga-
nizations.

Lastly, the Guiding Opinions served as a re-
minder of the fundamental objectives of New Era 
socialism. This doctrine was unveiled in its cur-
rent form by Xi in his report to the 19th National 
Congress of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) 
in October 2017.

What all of this means is that social credit, and 
the accountability culture for which it serves as a 
proxy, has emerged as a key element in the trans-
formation of China’s governance structures. It is 
integral to the understanding and implementation 
of a rule-of-law based system compatible with the 
CCP’s fundamental political line. As such, it repre-
sents more than a mere set of “new governance” 
techniques, or some mad effort to develop an arbi-
trary Orwellian control apparatus.

Rather, it gives form to the long-term and fun-
damental objectives of the CCP: to detach the or-
ganization and operation of politics, economics, 
and society from their roots in the ideologies and 
practices of liberal democracy—and its economic 

Ways of 
Governing

First in a series

LARRY CATÁ BACKER is a professor of law and international 
affairs at Pennsylvania State University.
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expression through markets-based regulation un-
derpinned by rule-of-law concepts. In their place, 
and now quite publicly under Xi’s leadership, the 
CCP has accelerated its efforts to develop an ide-
ology and set of practices based on a socialist re-
framing of core concepts of legality, democracy, 
and the obligations of states.

Social credit thus is a visible manifestation of a 
profound political transformation. In the view of 
the CCP leadership, the economic success of China 
in the four decades of the Reform and Opening Up 
period that started under the leadership of Deng 
Xiaoping has now made it possible to refine the 
political model inaugurated in 1949 with the es-
tablishment of the People’s Republic. The catalyst 
is the revolution in technology that now permits 
supervision through data and analytics in ways 
that may be more effective than the traditional 
reliance on law, administrative oversight, and the 
police power of the state.

Xi has also deemed it necessary to free the 
model from Western ideologies and influences. 
That requires the development 
of Leninist principles through 
which an understanding of 
key universal concepts—de-
mocracy, freedom, accountabil-
ity, and the like—can be made 
more compatible with the gov-
erning ideology. This ideology, 
now guided by Xi’s “New Era” concept, remains 
grounded in the essential role of a leadership core 
(the CCP) guiding the collective (the people) to-
ward a set of social goals articulated as the CCP’s 
Basic Line.

To understand China today, then, one has to 
come to terms with social credit. To understand 
social credit, in turn, requires situating its “sys-
tem” within a larger complex of accountability and 
supervision principles at the heart of the project to 
remake fundamental conceptions of law and the 
role of the state. But coming to terms with these 
concepts also requires the suspension of belief in 
the unalterable quality of key organizing princi-
ples central to the self-conceptions of Western lib-
eral democratic states—namely, free markets, with 
a residual role for the state in social organization.

Of course, in a country as large and complex 
as China, it would be ridiculous to assert that ev-
erything can be explained by a single manifesta-
tion of a particular form of governance. And yet 
social credit does sit near the center of, and is an 
important element in, a complex set of actions that 

together appear to be reshaping Chinese concep-
tions of law, regulation, and governance.

LAW AND MEASUREMENT
Social credit predates Xi’s announcement of a 

“New Era,” but it was an instrumental element in 
his government’s initial efforts to transform soci-
ety. It was now time to put the party back at the 
center of national life, move Marxism-Leninism 
forward from its failed Soviet variations, and shift 
away from an essentially borrowed set of Western 
principles of social, political, and economic orga-
nization. They had been useful during the Reform 
and Opening Up era, but they kept China in a state 
of intellectual (and operational) dependency.

Independence required profound changes in the 
basic operating system of the state, the economy, 
and society. Once a new model was created and 
operationalized, it might then be exported along 
the corridors of trade and production that China 
simultaneously is building through its global Belt 
and Road Initiative announced at roughly the same 

time (in 2013) as social credit.
Social credit originated in 

response to two related objec-
tives. The first was the per-
ceived need to remake China’s 
culture, which could be traced 
back at least to the 2012 unveil-
ing of the “Core Socialist Val-

ues” at the 18th CCP Congress. Social credit was to 
contribute to the advancement of the national val-
ues of prosperity, civility, and harmony, along with 
the social values of justice and rule of law. But at 
first the primary focus was on individual integrity.

The second goal was reforming the socialist 
market economy system. That required the adop-
tion of new management techniques that could be 
more effective than methods drawn from Western 
concepts of law. Social credit would substitute 
measurability (governance through measurement, 
assessment, and reward) for obligation to obey the 
command of statute, regulation, or administrative 
decision. Law would become a framework within 
which a new method of social regulation could be 
developed (“in accordance with law”).

The term “social credit” veils the overall charac-
ter of the project. The system was initially meant 
to be more comprehensive. It was to focus on four 
areas: “sincerity in government affairs,” “com-
mercial sincerity,” “societal sincerity,” and “judi-
cial credibility.” Sincerity in this context means 
integrity and trustworthiness. The system is built 

The objective of social 
credit is to track and 

grade everyone’s actions.
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around the idea of compliance: the way one com-
plies with law and social obligation will be as im-
portant as the fact that one complies at all.

RATING SOCIETY
Social credit systems are centered on ratings. 

Ratings are derived, in turn, from data generated 
by what is being rated—individuals, businesses, 
public and private institutions, and eventually 
even CCP members. To that end, it is as necessary 
to manage data production as it is to manage the 
analytics and consequences drawn from the data. 

The Chinese Internet is increasingly populated 
by websites that train users in the art of attaining 
high credit scores. Users of Alipay Sesame Credit can 
improve their scores by inputting more personal in-
formation, linking bank cards to Alipay, borrowing 
and saving more, making donations, and engaging 
in public welfare projects—all through Alipay. Ac-
cording to a 2019 Nikkei Asian Review article, this 
scoring system operated by Alibaba Group is based 
on data collection throughout its online ecosystem 
of over 700 million users. (By comparison, Google’s 
data harvesting across its own platforms reportedly 
includes over a billion users.)

Data collection is coordinated between state 
and private organizations, and its extent now ri-
vals that of the more loosely coordinated systems 
in the West. While both systems seek to protect 
the integrity of their data and the confidentiality 
of their analytics and algorithms, privacy is un-
derstood differently—it is inherent in individual 
autonomy and rights in the West, but has a more 
public and communal character in China, where it 
is grounded in the responsibilities of the state. Yet 
the West has developed robust markets for infor-
mation; Chinese social credit suggests a larger de-
gree of central planning and coordination for gen-
erating data as well as rewards and punishments.

These two worldviews clashed in 2018, when 
Amnesty International condemned Apple’s deci-
sion to grant its Chinese partner for iCloud servic-
es access to Chinese customer data. Amnesty called 
that decision a betrayal of Chinese iCloud users, 
since it made their data vulnerable to Chinese state 
supervision.

The widely publicized initial focus of the Chi-
nese social credit system has been on the develop-
ment of credit information and investigation sys-
tems in various sectors of the economy. The 2019 
State Council guidance focused on government 
procurement and the market behavior of compa-
nies and consumers. But information collected 

from CCP members and officials has contributed 
to data sets that eventually will be utilized under 
the State Supervision Law, which was enacted in 
2018 to strengthen oversight of all public employ-
ees, bring about full coverage of state supervision, 
advance anticorruption efforts, and modernize the 
national governance system. 

The choice of which data to collect determines 
what actions are rated: late payment of bills, cus-
tomer satisfaction, liquor purchases, names of 
books bought, postings to social media, sources 
of purchases, and so forth. And the ratings them-
selves are based on the Core Socialist Values de-
veloped by the CCP leadership. Social credit thus 
involves data-driven analytics systems in which 
algorithms can determine the consequences of 
values-based ratings.

For example, failure to pay a minimum amount 
of debt on time will immediately trigger the in-
sertion of the debtor’s name on a blacklist that 
produces consequences: interest rate hikes, travel 
prohibitions, and the like. Depending on the tech-
nology available, the possibilities for data-driven 
analytics with consequences are as broad as the 
imaginations of those producing the ratings.

Here is where the connections between social 
credit, big data, and artificial intelligence come in. 
Big data is the aggregate information necessary to 
develop analytics that meet the objectives of those 
with the authority to set behavior parameters. 
Artificial intelligence (AI) provides the means by 
which vast quantities of data can be incorporated 
into models that can self-correct data sources and 
adjust algorithms.

For example, the Supreme People’s Court an-
nounced in May 2019 that it is developing data 
platforms to help judges handle intellectual prop-
erty cases. Such a system eventually could be used 
to evaluate individual judges by comparing their 
decisions against the average. One need only input 
the relevant data (this is a land in which data ana-
lysts and coders, not lawyers and policy experts, 
rule) from cases grouped into data sets. Predictive 
analytics could be used to determine the “average” 
or plausible range of decisions (self-corrected by 
AI systems as new cases are added). Judges whose 
decisions deviate from the predicted or average 
outcome, given the relevant key facts, would have 
to justify the deviation. Or judges could be rated 
to evaluate their performance.

In effect, these are compliance systems already 
quite familiar to Western enterprises—but not yet 
to the state. Businesses have been using crude ver-
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sions of this kind of system for years in disciplin-
ing labor. What makes the Chinese system inno-
vative is its transposition to the public sector, and 
its use in lieu of (and through) law to reward and 
punish behavior deemed worthy of attention.

CONTROLLING THE PARTY-STATE
Originally, the 2014 State Council document 

emphasized that integrity in governmental affairs 
was to be the crux of the social credit system. Social 
credit could be used to rate the efficiency of officials 
by monitoring their actions and rating them based 
on ideal objectives and behaviors. But it could also 
be used to gauge corruption or “wrong” decision 
making. If tied to the new Supervision Law, it could 
become an even more powerful tool for monitoring 
and controlling state and CCP officials.

However, none of this has yet reached an ad-
vanced stage of development. (It would not be 
surprising if there were some internal resistance.) 
And there appears to have been little movement 
toward using these measures against core lead-
ers—a tendency that China shares with the West 
in the application of compliance systems. But it is 
likely that social-credit data sets will be developed 
for measuring provincial and local governments’ 
responsiveness to central government directives.

More importantly, perhaps, social credit was in-
tended to direct and constrain officials’ exercise of 
discretion. That is, government officials were ex-
pected to act on the basis of the social credit rank-
ings of the people affected by their decisions. The 
State Council noted that credit information could 
be applied to administrative permission requests, 
government procurement, labor and employment, 
social security, scientific research management, 
cadre promotion and appointment, applications 
for government financial support, and various 
other areas. It could also be used to foster the de-
velopment of a credit services market.

Related to this is the idea that internal manage-
ment of state-owned and private enterprises could 
be supervised through social credit systems. The 
West increasingly relies on guidelines that limit 
prosecutorial discretion to act against corpora-
tions in return for their development and opera-
tion of compliance systems; China appears in-
clined to use social credit mechanics for similar 
purposes. That requires the production of data, 
models against which analytics can be developed, 
and algorithms that substitute for administrative 
or prosecutorial discretion in evaluating behavior 
and imposing consequences.

To these ends, the State Council has been con-
sistent in urging support for the creation of ac-
curate statistics. Statistics should be harvested 
by the state, but also by virtually all elements of 
society. Everything and everyone should become 
both objects of social credit and generators of the 
data necessary for imposing algorithmically de-
termined consequences. While all actors produce 
data, the state becomes the ultimate custodian of 
that data. Social credit redirects the power of data 
away from markets and strengthens the state’s abil-
ity to comprehensively control behavior.

MARKET OVERSIGHT
Given the thrust of CCP policy since the 1980s, 

it comes as no surprise that social credit also is 
poised to serve as a new mechanism of economic 
modernization. Social credit systems can be used 
to tackle what Xi’s report to the 19th CCP Congress 
identified as the principal contradiction facing 
Chinese society—that “between unbalanced and 
inadequate development and the people’s ever-
growing needs for a better life.” 

Social credit has been deployed for the over-
sight of markets and economic production. It is 
envisioned as a tool for improving workers’ safety 
(especially in the mining and chemicals sectors) as 
well as the safety of food, medicine, and consumer 
products—scandals over defective and dangerous 
products have embarrassed the government in re-
cent years. Social credit has also been extended to 
logistics and the oversight of wholesale and retail 
markets.

Separate social credit systems have been devel-
oped for the financial services sector (also plagued 
with scandal), public procurement, transport, and 
e-commerce. In February 2019, the South China 
Morning Post reported that 1,282 operators of 
peer-to-peer lending platforms had been placed on 
creditworthiness blacklists. Other areas subject to 
blacklisting systems include pricing and taxes. 

To manage categories of conduct identified by the 
State Council in 2014, the CCP leadership plans to 
substitute social credit systems for the more cum-
bersome process of law- and rule-making coupled 
with police and judicial enforcement. Eventually, 
social credit in the economic sector, combined with 
AI, might substitute both for Leninist central plan-
ning and for capitalist markets-based allocation.

COLLECTIVE DISCIPLINE
It is in the area of “social sincerity” that so-

cial credit has the most alarming implications for 
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Western observers. The stated objective is to cre-
ate “harmonious and amicable interpersonal re-
lationships,” but it is difficult to avoid the politi-
cal subtext. Harmony and amity are terms whose 
meaning is connected to orthodoxies—social in 
the West, political and official in China. But in 
both cases they can be measured. And metrics pro-
vide the basis for regulation when coupled with 
punishment and reward.

Social credit systems use a variety of factors as 
input. Zhima Credit scores can be affected by pur-
chasing behaviors (buying diapers could increase 
scores; playing video games may have the opposite 
effect), while Alipay assesses users’ connections in 
the platform’s social network. Avoiding military 
service could result in being banned from staying 
at luxury hotels, while high credit scores might 
speed applications for travel to desirable destina-
tions like Europe and Singapore.

In some cities, police downgrade creditworthi-
ness for frequent traffic offenses. It was reported 
in May 2019 that the city of Beijing now classifies 
as “uncivilized behavior” eating 
food on trains after being asked 
to stop, selling goods to passen-
gers in transit, or listening to 
loud music—all of which could 
reduce credit scores.

In other places, people can 
earn higher credit ratings by en-
gaging in approved civic activities. In Rongcheng, 
in Shandong province, blood donations, volunteer 
work, and the like are rewarded with discounts on 
utility bills. For students, high social credit scores 
earn coveted job interviews.

This year, it was widely reported that almost 
18 million people have been “discredited” and on 
that basis prohibited from purchasing plane tick-
ets because they are on blacklists for unpaid taxes 
or fines, while over 5 million people were pro-
hibited from purchasing high-speed train tickets. 
Over 3 million enterprises were added in the same 
period to official credit blacklists, banning them 
from bidding on projects and accessing securities 
markets.

Social credit is fueled by the insight that the 
control of social norms is the most efficient way 
to create cultures of individual conformity to com-
munity standards. In effect, it uses social norms 
like legal norms, with the state at the center. And it 
is only one small step from the use of social credit 
mechanics for behavior management to their use 
for larger political and state security purposes.

The situation in China’s autonomous regions—
including recent events in Hong Kong—suggests 
a growing appetite for utilizing data-based analyt-
ics in the management and surveillance of conduct 
deemed harmful to the state. In May 2019, Hu-
man Rights Watch reported that police were using 
a mobile app to track people in the western region 
of Xinjiang—monitoring patterns of socializing, 
acquaintances abroad, and electricity use—as part 
of a broad set of repressive restrictions on the Ui-
ghur minority.

The objective of social credit is to track and 
grade everyone’s actions. Such a system raises the 
question: What role remains for traditional law in 
a context in which all actions produce near real-
time consequences? It also suggests a different role 
for law—as a means by which the system’s own 
integrity is monitored.

Such developments are likely years away. Yet 
social credit could revolutionize the role of law in 
the political order, shifting it from a set of primary 
commands to a means for managing and structur-

ing the system of behavioral 
control. Its role would resemble 
that of law and state interven-
tion in markets: to protect the 
integrity of market functions 
and preserve core operating 
principles.

These are conclusions that 
might rest uneasily in the minds of people com-
mitted to the principles of liberal democracy. But 
China’s social credit system may well be making 
such introspection necessary.

RESHAPING GOVERNANCE
At its simplest and most abstract level, social 

credit is governance in the “New Era.” First, 
it furthers the idea, raised obliquely at the 19th 
CCP Congress, that China must find ways of set-
ting rules that reduce reliance on culturally laden 
Western techniques—like law and constitutional-
ism. Under Xi’s “New Era” principles, China’s pres-
ent stage of historical development and its mission 
to advance Leninism with national characteristics 
require an approach to law and regulation that is 
not corrupted by the principles and forms of in-
compatible systems.

Second, if law is understood as a cultural prod-
uct, then the leadership core’s foundational politi-
cal work must be the production of rules that are 
compatible with the revival and development of 
its own political model. As the Constitution of the 

Under the social credit 
ideology, even law 

becomes measurable.
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CCP declares, the “Party’s highest ideal and ulti-
mate goal is the realization of communism.”

Third, social credit systems advance emerging 
Chinese conceptions of the rule of law and human 
rights. Social credit emphasizes collective rights 
grounded in individual (and institutional) con-
formity to collective expectations overseen by the 
CCP; in this context, Western-style privacy princi-
ples make little sense. (It is possible to check any-
one’s social credit score by using a search engine 
on a Chinese government website.)

Fourth, social credit is likely to serve as the cen-
terpiece of Chinese legality—the correct frame-
work for imposing obligations through law. Its 
rollout before the 20th CCP Congress in 2022 may 
be intended to provide a concrete example of the 
autonomy of Chinese law and legal systems that 
can be paired with Chinese economic autonomy.

Fifth, social credit, when it matures, is expected 
to provide a more direct and efficient means of 
bringing CCP policies and the thrust of its evolv-
ing Basic Line into the daily lives and operations of 
Chinese individuals and institutions. It transposes 
the language of politics not into law but into eval-
uation. It changes the nature of the relationship 
between the individual and the state from one of 
obedience to law to one of compliance with ex-
pectations.

That brings us back to measurability. Under the 
social credit ideology, even the law can be mea-
sured. And once the law becomes measurable, 
it loses its moral primacy to whatever is used to 
measure it; rule of law becomes a function of its 
measure.

COMPLIANCE CULTURES
The social credit system is not well understood 

outside China. Coverage of the topic in the West-
ern media tends to be alarmist and to overlook 
parallel developments within public and private 
sectors in the West. Yet the ambitions at the heart 
of social credit for radical transformation of the 
legal order merit sustained attention, especially as 
its techniques become more widely mimicked by 
Western enterprises—and as compliance culture 
moves to the center of governance even within 
Western liberal democracies.

Social credit has come to liberal democracies 
via a different set of routes. Western businesses 
have wholly embraced (in many cases in partner-
ship with the state) compliance cultures that re-

quire not just surveillance but data-driven systems 
to reduce risks and compel behaviors. Surveillance 
techniques have become pervasive in the private 
sector, and the state helps itself to the data when 
convenient. Likewise, businesses help themselves 
to public information, such as census data.

From Scandinavian consumers voluntarily hav-
ing microchips implanted under their skin to fa-
cilitate daily transactions, to the pervasive regula-
tion of behaviors through consequence-bearing 
rankings (including credit scores, product ratings 
and reviews, and the like), the West does not lag 
far behind China in its enthusiasm for social credit 
systems. Nor has the West been slow to embrace 
the transformative potential of social credit–like 
systems to convert the individual from an autono-
mous being to a source of values-laden data. All of 
this, of course, is being undertaken with “Western 
characteristics” (driven by a fragmented private 
sector) to advance our own “New Era” values—
values quite distinct from those of the CCP.

But like its Western analogues, Chinese social 
credit systems remain a work in progress. It is too 
early to speak of social credit as a unified system. 
For the moment, what passes for social credit is re-
ally the aggregation of a large number of national, 
provincial, and municipal experiments, each fo-
cused on different policies and issues. AI remains 
elusive as a means of effective implementation.

For now, social credit can be reduced to a grow-
ing practice of blacklisting and the administrative 
matter of matching blacklists with consequences. 
The 2019 State Council guidance suggests that all 
decision makers should make use of the black-
lists, and especially that local officials use them 
in allocating public services. But the management 
of a blacklist system is a far cry from the ambi-
tious conception of social credit envisioned by the 
State Council. And that gap is unlikely to narrow 
much by the time of the 20th Party Congress, even 
though the 2019 guidance calls for consolidating 
the “system” of social credit.

Nonetheless, the technologies of surveillance 
and data gathering have substantially advanced. 
The CCP continues to experiment, and some ini-
tiatives may be changed or abandoned. However, 
social credit as a new means of managing conduct 
is an experiment that will likely become an ever 
more important element of Chinese governance 
and the signature innovation of Chinese “New 
Era” ideology. ■
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“[T]he government opted for piecemeal solutions that would temporarily meet 
domestic needs for labor while maintaining official closed-door policies.”

Japan’s Model of Immigration 
Without Immigrants

ERIN AERAN CHUNG

On November 27, 2018, the Diet, Japan’s 
parliament, passed an unprecedented bill 
to open the country’s borders to as many 

as 345,000 workers in the agriculture, construc-
tion, shipbuilding, hospitality, and nursing sec-
tors over a five-year period. The measure, which 
was introduced by the ruling Liberal Democratic 
Party (LDP) and took effect in April 2019, has 
generated considerable controversy. This is the 
first time in postwar Japan’s history that the 
country’s borders are officially open to unskilled 
foreign labor.

Although Japan has used de facto guest-worker 
policies to fill labor shortages since the 1980s, the 
state has neither recognized migrants formally as 
workers nor acknowledged the existence of any 
guest-worker program. In keeping with this his-
tory, the administration of Prime Minister Shinzo 
Abe has made clear that it does not consider mi-
grant workers to be immigrants, and insists that 
the new plan is not equivalent to a full-fledged im-
migration policy.

Some observers nonetheless have suggested 
that the 2018 law represents a radical shift away 
from Japan’s restrictive immigration policies. 
However, the parameters of the guest-worker sys-
tem are consistent with the incremental steps that 
Japan has taken over the years to satisfy demand 
for labor with low-skilled migrant labor schemes. 
Although it has endured chronic labor shortages 
since the 1980s and now faces an impending de-
mographic crisis, Japan was, until now, the only 
advanced industrial democracy that had kept its 
borders officially closed to unskilled foreign labor 
since the end of World War II.

Since 2005, Japan has competed with a hand-
ful of other Asian countries—including Singapore, 
South Korea, and Taiwan—for the less than desir-
able distinction of having the world’s fastest-aging 
population, lowest birthrate, and most rapidly 
shrinking workforce. In a 2001 report on replace-
ment migration, the United Nations Population 
Division estimated that Japan would have to ad-
mit approximately 647,000 immigrants annually 
in order to alleviate labor shortages and the fiscal 
burdens imposed by its booming number of elder-
ly citizens.

The number of foreign nationals in Japan has 
grown in recent years—from 850,000 in 1985 to 
over 2.7 million last year—but they still make up 
only about 2 percent of the total population, de-
spite the record pace at which the population is 
shrinking. Japan’s ratio of foreigners to natives is 
significantly lower than the average range of 8 to 
25 percent in Western European countries.

Japan experienced labor shortages at earlier 
stages of its industrial development, but it was 
able to meet demand by tapping domestic sources 
of underutilized labor, such as rural workers and 
women. By the 1980s, however, domestic sources 
of unskilled labor were largely depleted. Rather 
than import foreign workers who might destabi-
lize what politicians and pundits across the po-
litical spectrum described as Japan’s “uniquely 
homogeneous society,” the government opted for 
piecemeal solutions that would temporarily meet 
domestic needs for labor while maintaining offi-
cial closed-door policies.

OPENING LOOPHOLES
A revision of the Immigration Control and Ref-

ugee Recognition Act in 1990 opened up two legal 
loopholes for de facto guest-worker policies. One 
provision created a skills-training program for 

ERIN AERAN CHUNG is an associate professor of East Asian 
politics and co-director of the Racism, Immigration, and Citi-
zenship Program at Johns Hopkins University.
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“trainees” and “interns” from other Asian coun-
tries. Another established visa policies that offered 
unrestricted entry and employment rights in Japan 
for ethnic Japanese immigrants seeking to return 
to their ancestral homeland from overseas, mostly 
in Brazil and Peru.

The industrial trainee program allows employ-
ers to recruit migrant laborers—usually from oth-
er Asian countries such as China, South Korea, 
and Vietnam—who are not officially recognized 
as workers. The Immigration Control Act defines 
“trainees” as those who undertake activities to 
learn and acquire technology, skills, or knowledge 
at public and private organizations in Japan. Un-
der this broad definition, people who entered Ja-
pan in the early 1990s with the one-year trainee 
visa were eligible only for a “trainee allowance,” 
which was unregulated and usually well below the 
minimum wage—as low as 100 yen (less than one 
dollar) per hour, according to an April 2005 report 
in the Mainichi Shimbun. They were not protected 
by labor laws, making them vulnerable to indus-
trial accidents, unpaid wages, 
and abusive employers.

Several subsequent revi-
sions sought to improve these 
conditions. They included 
extensions of trainee visas 
and government guidelines 
prohibiting employers from 
engaging in abusive practices. Landmark court 
decisions in 1993 affirmed trainees’ rights to 
industrial-accident compensation, back wages, 
and severance pay. But trainees continued to suf-
fer poor working conditions. The program also 
contributed to the growth of the undocumented 
migrant population, as increasing numbers of 
trainees overstayed their visas and some sought 
unauthorized employment in higher-paying jobs.

In response to reports of endemic abuse, the Ja-
pan International Training Cooperation Organiza-
tion, the government body tasked with supervis-
ing the trainee scheme, established the Technical 
Intern Training Program in 1993. It made trainees 
eligible for a “designated activities” visa that al-
lowed them to extend their stay in Japan for up 
to three years, as long as they had an employment 
contract.

Among the expanded visa categories created 
by the 1990 legislation is the long-term residency 
(teiju) visa specifically for ethnic Japanese immi-
grants (popularly called Nikkei) whose parents or 
grandparents came from Japan. Its stated purpose 

is to encourage them to learn Japanese, explore 
their cultural heritage, and visit their relatives. 
This became one of a handful of visa categories 
that provided unrestricted entry and employment 
rights in Japan. The Nikkei visas were much more 
generous than those issued to industrial trainees, 
which did not allow workers to change employ-
ers, restricted residence in Japan to a maximum 
of three years, and were contingent on continued 
employment by the sponsoring company.  

The vast majority of teiju visa holders were re-
cruited from Brazil and Peru to work for small- 
and medium-sized firms in the construction and 
manufacturing sectors. Already in 1991, Brazilians 
were the third-largest foreign national group in 
Japan, following Koreans and Chinese. By 2008, 
the combined Brazilian and Peruvian population 
in Japan had grown more than fivefold since the 
1990 reform, to over 365,000.

UNANTICIPATED COMPLICATIONS
These two legal loopholes were established to 

address concerns that foreign 
workers from Asian countries 
would seek to settle perma-
nently in Japan, just as Turk-
ish and Yugoslav guest work-
ers had done in Germany. To 
prevent that from happening, 
foreign workers would be 

subject to close monitoring, short-term visas, and 
employment restrictions. Proponents of the long-
term residency visa, meanwhile, maintained that 
Nikkei migrant workers, who were at least partly 
Japanese by blood, would cause minimal disrup-
tion to social stability. And they would contribute 
to labor-starved industries, making it unnecessary 
to officially open Japan’s borders to foreign labor.

By the late 1990s, it became clear that most Nik-
kei immigrants would not automatically assimilate 
into Japanese society simply because they were 
co-ethnics. Studies conducted by the Ministry of 
Justice found that Nikkei exhibited low rates of 
Japanese language literacy and faced many of the 
same problems as other non-Japanese foreigners. 
The studies also concluded that the long-term 
settlement of Nikkei immigrants could contribute 
to social instability, citing their reliance on social 
welfare during periods of cyclical unemployment 
and their children’s low rate of school enrollment.

During the global downturn following the 2008 
financial crisis, companies in Japan’s automobile, 
machinery, and information-technology indus-

Japan has earned a reputation 
for being a society that is 

hostile to immigrants.
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tries, which employed many Nikkei, laid off large 
numbers of contract workers. By the beginning 
of 2009, the unemployment rate among Brazilian 
and Peruvian workers in Japan (most of whom are 
ethnic Japanese) had risen as high as 40 percent. 
Unlike industrial trainees and technical interns, 
co-ethnic migrant workers were not obligated to 
leave Japan upon the termination of their employ-
ment. They were entitled to long-term residency 
and access to social welfare benefits.

Rather than roll back their blood-based rights, 
Justice Ministry officials sought to persuade  
Nikkei migrants to leave Japan with a “pay-to-
go” program announced in April 2009. Modeled 
on return-migration policies in Europe, the pro-
gram offered ethnic Japanese workers from Bra-
zil and Peru a one-time payment of 300,000 yen 
(the equivalent of about $3,000 at the time), plus 
200,000 yen for each dependent, in exchange for 
their voluntary repatriation and on the condition 
that they would be ineligible for the same long-
term visa for at least three years. The program has 
had its intended effect. Since 2009, the population 
of Brazilians and Peruvians in Japan has declined 
by more than 30 percent.

Meanwhile, despite perennial complaints about 
labor abuses, the trainee program proved effective 
in directing workers toward struggling small- and 
medium-sized businesses, making an especially 
notable impact in rural areas. Rather than abol-
ish what conservative and liberal policy makers 
alike deemed an exploitative system, the Diet 
passed revisions to the Technical Intern Train-
ing Program in 2009. These streamlined the two-
step trainee-to-intern sequence so that employers 
could recruit technical interns directly, bypassing 
the previous requirement that they hire industrial 
trainees first.

In 2016, the Diet approved further revisions that 
strengthened labor protections for trainees and 
technical interns while increasing the maximum 
stay from three to five years. Starting in 2015, the 
Ministry of Justice expanded quotas for particu-
lar categories of trainees, especially construction 
workers needed to help prepare for the 2020 Sum-
mer Olympics in Tokyo. The 2018 law establish-
ing an official guest-worker program has not been 
accompanied by legislative moves to abolish the 
trainee program, suggesting that the former is 
meant to complement rather than replace the lat-
ter (unlike a South Korean guest-worker program 
established in 2006, which replaced an industrial 
trainee program).

SIGNS OF CHANGE
Is Japan a latecomer to immigration that will, in 

due course, converge with other industrial democ-
racies by liberalizing its immigration policies? Or 
do the trajectories of other countries that are re-
luctant to accept immigration provide a roadmap 
for Japan?

As in Europe in the 1960s and 1970s, migrant 
workers in Japan are not recognized as potential 
citizens or permanent settlers by either the govern-
ment or the public. Japan’s lingering reluctance to 
open its borders to the extent necessary to allevi-
ate labor shortages and demographic deficits sug-
gests that policy makers are still willing to forego 
the significant economic gains that increased mi-
gration could bring, if that is the price to be paid 
to avoid the social instability they fear will result 
from the permanent settlement of migrants largely 
from the global South.

But there are signs that Japan is changing. A 
Nikkei/TV Tokyo poll conducted in October 2018 
found that 54 percent of Japanese voters sup-
ported Abe’s plan to admit more foreign workers 
to alleviate the country’s labor shortages. Another 
poll taken at the same time by the Yomiuri Shimbun 
newspaper found that 51 percent were in favor of 
admitting more unskilled foreign workers, while 
43 percent supported official recognition of “im-
migration” to Japan. The popularity of recently 
emerging multiracial public figures, such as the 
tennis star Naomi Osaka and the 2015 Miss Uni-
verse Japan, Ariana Miyamoto, also suggests that 
the public has grown increasingly tolerant of di-
versity.

In explaining what many characterized as con-
vergence toward increasingly liberal immigration 
policies and expanded rights for immigrants from 
the early 1970s until the populist backlash against 
immigration in the United States and Europe of 
the past decade, comparative studies of interna-
tional migration and citizenship have focused on 
the influence of domestic political elites and in-
ternational norms or pressures. Scholars who em-
phasize the latter contend that greater acceptance 
of global human rights norms and the growth of 
institutions promoting them were pushing in-
dustrial democracies on the whole toward liberal 
citizenship and immigration policies character-
ized by relatively open borders, access to citizen-
ship status, and generous rights for resident for-
eigners—until the early twenty-first century. But 
some studies of immigration reform in Europe and 
North America focused on domestic drivers such 
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as left-leaning parties, activist courts, and bureau-
crats who have expanded rights for noncitizens in 
response to domestic legal rulings.

If international norms and pressure pushed 
Western democracies to liberalize their immigra-
tion and citizenship policies in the past, those 
forces have had an uneven and indeterminate im-
pact on East Asian democracies (and in the cur-
rent political climate, their influence may often 
seem doubtful around the globe). Japan’s ratifica-
tion of international conventions has led directly 
or indirectly to some reforms of policies pertaining 
to rights and citizenship. For example, in 1985, 
in accordance with international human rights 
norms, the Nationality Act was amended to al-
low individuals to acquire Japanese citizenship 
through either parent, not just the father.

In some areas, including social welfare benefits 
and access to public sector jobs, foreign residents 
have gained rights that surpass those prescribed in 
international human rights treaties. But in other 
areas, Japan has remained immune to interna-
tional pressure. It continues to hold one of the 
worst records in the industrialized world for ac-
cepting refugees. Reforms reflecting international 
norms have thus been applied unevenly to differ-
ent groups within Japan and inconsistently across 
policy domains, and they have not resulted in lib-
eralization of immigration policies.

Most reforms to Japan’s policies have reflected 
the government’s aim of better controlling im-
migration, particularly the irregular kind, rather 
than incorporating immigrants into Japanese soci-
ety. Political elites have prioritized social stability 
over liberal democratic principles in immigration 
policy. Reforms have been implemented only af-
ter considerable pressure from internal grassroots 
movements and international NGOs. In most cas-
es, courts, legislatures, and political parties have 
responded grudgingly to grassroots demands.

Because Japan officially maintained closed-door 
policies throughout the 1980s and 1990s, immi-
grants within its borders for the most part had 
to return to their home countries or face expul-
sion. Immigration policy reform and patterns of 
immigrant incorporation were not the products of 
deliberate decision making by the state to liberal-
ize policies according to international norms or to 
manage the permanent settlement of immigrants.

POSTWAR HOMOGENIZATION
The notion that recent developments reflect Ja-

pan’s convergence with Western liberal democra-

cies on a path toward a liberal migration regime is 
based on the erroneous assumption that immigra-
tion is a new phenomenon in Japan. In fact, as a 
former imperial power that received its largest in-
flow of migrants before 1945, Japan was grappling 
with the challenge of incorporating newcomers 
well before its European counterparts encountered 
large-scale immigration. But neither the Japanese 
government nor most members of the public ever 
acknowledged the presence of immigrants. Rather, 
they have been referred to as colonial subjects, 
Zainichi Koreans, Chinese, foreign residents—and 
now, migrant workers.

Japan’s immigration history as a former impe-
rial power, coupled with its policies toward the 
population resulting from that legacy, have pro-
duced a number of anomalies. To begin with, for-
mer colonial subjects and their native-born de-
scendants living in Japan still constitute one of the 
largest groups of foreign residents, even after the 
considerable growth of the immigrant community 
since the late 1980s. For that reason, Japan has 
the distinction of being the only advanced indus-
trial democracy with a sixth-generation immigrant 
problem. Japan also has one of the lowest natural-
ization rates among industrial democracies, with 
less than one percent of the foreign population 
gaining citizenship each year.

By the end of World War II, more than two 
million colonial subjects, primarily from the Ko-
rean Peninsula and Formosa (as Taiwan was then 
known), were residing in Japan. Unlike European 
imperial powers that had far-flung colonies, Japan 
colonized nearby territories. That allowed for large 
numbers of migrants from those lands to enter the 
metropole in the early stages of colonization. In 
the later stages, it facilitated the forced recruit-
ment of colonial subjects as laborers and soldiers. 
Approximately two-thirds of this population was 
repatriated during the process of decolonization.

With the help of the American occupation au-
thorities, Japan implemented strict immigration 
and border controls modeled on the US Johnson-
Reed Immigration Act of 1924, which set quotas 
based on country of origin. Irregular immigration 
to Japan nevertheless became a major problem in 
the years after the war, fueled largely by former 
repatriates to the Korean Peninsula who fled in-
stability following Korea’s liberation from Japan in 
1945 and chaos during the Korean War from 1950 
to 1953. By the end of the US occupation in 1952, 
approximately 700,000 foreigners, mostly former 
colonial subjects, resided in Japan.
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Whereas prewar Japanese state ideology had 
included ethnically diverse colonial subjects as 
part of the imperial “family nation,” the postwar 
discourse on Japanese national identity excluded 
them by basing citizenship on the principle of 
consanguinity. They were reclassified as aliens, 
while only those who were ethnically Japanese 
were declared citizens. These postwar citizenship 
policies—modeled on Germany’s—effectively re-
moved former colonial subjects from the body 
politic. This marked Japan’s transition from a 
multi ethnic empire to a procedurally democratic 
but ethnically homogeneous nation.

Postwar Japan’s policies regarding foreign resi-
dents were thus based on an American-style im-
migration model and a German-style citizenship 
model—a combination that resulted in strict bor-
der controls, immigration quotas, and descent-
based citizenship policies. But Japan went a few 
steps farther by closing the country’s borders to 
unskilled foreign labor, not introducing any ex-
ceptions to citizenship based on descent (such 
as granting citizenship auto-
matically to third-generation 
residents), and requiring both 
native-born descendants of im-
migrants and co-ethnic new-
comers to undergo a formal 
naturalization process to gain 
citizenship.

NONCITIZEN RIGHTS
One of the distinguishing characteristics of Ja-

pan’s migration regime is the sequence by which 
its policies and programs took effect: efforts to 
incorporate immigrants into Japanese society, 
carried out largely by civil society actors and lo-
cal governments, preceded immigration policy re-
form. That is, immigrant incorporation programs 
were implemented at the local level even before 
national-level policy makers and bureaucrats for-
mally acknowledged the existence of immigrants 
within Japan’s borders.

Postwar Japan’s citizenship and immigration 
policies alone did not determine the anomalous sta-
tus of long-term resident aliens. On the contrary, 
Japan’s sixth-generation immigrant problem reflects 
the strategic interaction between government poli-
cies and the objectives of generations of activists 
among Koreans in Japan—or “Zainichi Koreans,” as 
many in the community of former colonial subjects 
and their descendants call themselves. These activ-
ists have aimed to leverage their status as “foreign-

resident citizens” (gaikokujin shimin) of Japan to 
gain political visibility and power.

Unlike most historically disenfranchised com-
munities elsewhere, instead of seeking naturaliza-
tion and becoming a small section of the voting 
population, social movements led by Zainichi Ko-
reans since the late 1960s have focused on their 
positions as permanent, contributing members of 
their local communities, deserving of rights equal 
to those enjoyed by Japanese nationals. This strat-
egy gave birth to a noncitizen civil rights move-
ment. At its heart was the struggle to remove the 
fundamental barriers that Korean residents faced 
in their daily lives, but without changing their le-
gal status as foreign nationals.

Foreign residents in Japan routinely faced dis-
crimination in employment, housing, education, 
and health care until the late 1970s. By the ear-
ly 1980s, however, their formal legal status and 
rights were on par with those of immigrants in 
other advanced industrial democracies. In a series 
of struggles starting in the late 1960s, they gained 

social welfare benefits, access to 
public-sector employment, and 
in some localities, the inclusion 
of ethnic or “multicultural” 
education in public school cur-
ricula, as well as the repeal of 
a requirement that they register 
their fingerprints with the gov-
ernment. Zainichi Koreans and 

their advocates then turned their efforts to secur-
ing local voting rights, as growing numbers of new 
immigrants from all over the globe began to settle 
in communities throughout Japan.

In the absence of national programs and poli-
cies for new immigrants, institutions previously 
used to incorporate Zainichi Koreans in Japanese 
society took on the mission of incorporating new 
immigrants in their local communities. Instead of 
confronting an insular society wholly unprepared 
for large-scale immigration, new immigrants were 
assisted by hundreds of civil society organizations 
that offered services, support, and advocacy spe-
cifically for foreign residents.

Immigrants with secure legal status benefited 
from earlier gains by Zainichi Koreans that made 
foreign residents eligible for a range of social wel-
fare benefits and legal protections. But the existing 
services and programs had been created for per-
manently settled, highly assimilated, and in many 
cases native-born but noncitizen residents, not for 
recently arrived migrant workers. As a result, the 

The guest-worker system 
is consistent with the 

incremental steps that Japan 
has taken over the years.
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priorities of pro-immigrant advocacy groups were 
often determined by long-settled migrants whose 
interests did not necessarily align with those of 
the newer arrivals. For example, some civil society 
groups and local communities have focused their 
energies on campaigning for local voting rights for 
foreign residents. That may be a low priority for 
recent immigrants who lack Japanese-language 
fluency and are struggling just to get basic infor-
mation about schools, hospitals, and health insur-
ance. 

The ideas that emerged from earlier Zainichi Ko-
rean social movements continue to shape how ac-
tivists, and even some local governments, approach 
political empowerment for foreign residents in the 
Korean and non-Korean foreign-resident com-
munities. Instead of guiding new immigrants on 
the path to naturalization, local institutions and 
civil society organizations have emphasized their 
rights as foreign residents and encouraged them 
to participate in the public sphere as noncitizen 
members of their local communities by joining 
activities such as neighborhood 
revitalization campaigns and 
cultural exchange programs.

LEADING THE WAY?
As recent developments in 

the United States and Europe 
show, immigration has lost 
none of its power to provoke a range of national-
istic responses. They may take the form of xeno-
phobic demands to expel all foreigners, alarmist 
perceptions that immigrants from diverse ethno-
cultural backgrounds pose a threat to social sta-
bility and national security, or simply an effort to 
distinguish “us” from “them.” Recent immigration 
in Japan has been met with the full gamut of these 
responses. As a result of the more virulent strains, 
Japan has earned a reputation for being a society 
that is hostile to immigrants.

Advocates of Japan’s “closed-door” (sakoku) 
policy argue that opening its doors to foreign-
ers would result in unmanageable psychological 
and biological chaos. In recent years, politicians 
and the popular press have sensationalized sto-
ries about foreigners and the growing crime rate, 
conflating visa overstayers, violent criminals, 
and post-9/11 terrorists. These stories have been 
picked up and amplified in Internet chat rooms 
and forums, spurring the development of what 
the media calls the netto uyoku (Internet far right). 
The largest Internet forum in Japan, 2channel, has 

become a platform for anonymous posts express-
ing anti-Korean, anti-Chinese, and generally anti-
foreign sentiment.

There has also been an increase in vocal anti-
immigrant sentiment in the public sphere—target-
ing Koreans in particular—through such organi-
zations as the Zaitoku-kai, a “citizens group” that 
opposes what it calls “special rights for Koreans in 
Japan.” During marches through neighborhoods 
with high concentrations of Korean residents, 
members of the Zaitoku-kai have waved the Rising 
Sun war flag of Imperial Japan, shouting slogans 
such as “Kill Korean residents” and calling them 
“cockroaches.”

But there are key differences between what is 
occurring in Japan and in European countries 
with respect to anti-immigrant movements and 
right-wing politics. First, the return of the conser-
vative LDP to power in 2012—the party has ruled 
Japan since 1955 with only two brief interruptions 
in 1993–94 and 2009–12—did not resemble the 
rise of far-right parties in Europe. What might be 

called “fringe” parties, such as 
the neoconservative Nippon 
Ishin No Kai (Japan Restora-
tion Party), have emerged in 
Japan, but their popularity has 
proved short-lived. Second, the 
political establishment in Japan 
has not served as an instrument 

through which rightist groups can articulate anti-
immigrant ideologies.

By contrast, in European countries that have 
witnessed the rise of the far right, such as Italy, 
Austria, and Hungary, elected leaders and politi-
cal parties in power have articulated explicit anti- 
immigrant ideologies. This difference may be 
largely attributable to the fact that far-right parties 
in Europe were elected on anti-immigration plat-
forms, whereas the LDP returned to power with a 
mandate to oversee an economic recovery. And it 
was the LDP, not the more centrist opposition par-
ties, that introduced the recent legislation to allow 
unskilled labor immigration for the first time since 
World War II.

That is perhaps the most significant difference: 
unlike European countries, Japan kept its bor-
ders closed to unskilled immigrants even as the 
working-age population steadily declined (the 
government forecasts it will be just over 50 per-
cent of the total population by 2050). In Japan, 
anti-immigrant (and especially anti-Korean) sen-
timent is not a backlash against open immigra-

Japan has one of the lowest 
naturalization rates among 

industrial democracies.
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tion policies; it is a reflection of the unresolved 
contradictions that stem from prewar policies. 
Japan stands out among advanced industrial de-
mocracies not for a shift to the right on immigra-
tion, but for the remarkable stability of its restric-
tive immigration and citizenship policies.

Far from lagging decades behind Western de-
mocracies on the path toward becoming a liber-
al migration state, Japan has been on a different 
trajectory altogether. Its approach increasingly 
resembles the Singaporean and Gulf state models 
that treat unskilled foreign workers as permanent-
ly deportable populations whose access to rights is 
tied to their utilitarian functions, rather than what 
might be expected in a mature democracy. 

The new guest-worker law is one of a series of 
short-term measures to fill labor shortages since 
the 1960s, but it does not represent the liberaliza-
tion of Japan’s immigration policy. By creating yet 
another set of visa categories that prioritize some 
foreign workers over others, this system is likely 
to harden the hierarchies of noncitizens in Japan, 
which now range from permanent residents with 
quasi-dual-citizenship rights to industrial trainees 
who are not recognized as workers. As so-called 
traditional nations of immigrants such as the Unit-
ed States enact increasingly restrictive measures to 
curb both unauthorized and legal immigration, 
Japan’s model of immigration control may soon 
become the norm. ■
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“[T]he idea that being ‘tough on asylum’ wins elections has become one of the 
great enduring myths of Australian politics, and apparently both major parties 
have decided that the stakes are too high to try anything different.”

Australia’s Refugee Detention Regime: 
Offshore and Unaccountable

AMY NETHERY

In January 2019, Behrouz Boochani won the 
Victorian Prize for Literature, Australia’s top lit-
erary award, for his memoir No Friend But the 

Mountains. A Kurdish Iranian journalist and writer, 
Boochani has been detained on Papua New Guinea’s 
Manus Island since he attempted to reach Australia 
to seek asylum in 2013, so he was unable to accept 
the award in person. In a prerecorded acceptance 
speech, he declared: “I have always said I believe 
in words and literature. I believe that literature has 
the potential to make change and challenge struc-
tures of power. Literature has the power to give us 
freedom.” The video clearly shows the 35-year-old 
Boochani’s sunken cheeks and protruding shoulder 
bones, signs of a life of trauma; he does not smile 
while accepting the award.

No Friend but the Mountains is a poetic and often 
harrowing account of the years Boochani spent in 
Australia’s offshore detention center on Manus Is-
land. As a work of prison literature it ranks with 
the greats. The book dissects in minute detail the 
interpersonal relationships within the center—be-
tween the inmates, the staff, and the authorities 
who govern from afar. It reveals the acute violence 
of incarceration, most brutally in the murder of 
an Iranian asylum seeker, Reza Barati, by guards 
who attacked detainees in February 2014, injur-
ing scores. It shows the endless banal violence of 
the myriad humiliations, cruelties, and intentional 
neglect, embodied in the death of another Iranian 
asylum seeker, Hamid Khazaei, a healthy young 
man who died from an untreated cut on his leg. 
And it details the unrelenting boredom of deten-
tion and the frustrations of a life put on hold in 
its prime.

The genesis of the book is an important part of 
the story. Boochani wrote it over five years in thou-
sands of WhatsApp messages sent to his transla-
tor, Omid Tofighian, who translated them from 
Persian to English and reconstructed them into a 
novel. Boochani’s mobile phone itself was contra-
band, and his furtive use of this technology was 
a risky act of resistance and subversion. If it had 
been discovered, he would have been punished, 
and the phone confiscated—depriving him of his 
sole tool of self-expression and communication 
with the outside world.

POLITICAL PAYOFF
Boochani is one of more than 4,000 people who 

have been subjected to mandatory, indefinite, and 
unreviewable detention since 2012 under Austra-
lia’s current policy of offshore processing. The pol-
icy applies to all people traveling to Australia by 
boat without a valid entry visa—even those, like 
Boochani, who qualify as refugees under the 1951 
United Nations Convention. These men, women, 
and children have been detained in poor condi-
tions on the territory of two of Australia’s neigh-
bors, Nauru and Papua New Guinea (PNG).

Australia first began offshore processing in 
2001. It was a hurried policy designed in the mid-
dle of a political crisis. Mainland detention centers 
had been in operation for a decade and were full to 
capacity. Since 1998, a new wave of people arriv-
ing by boat had created disquiet among some seg-
ments of Australian society. These asylum seekers 
were from the Middle East and South Asia: Iraq, 
Iran, Afghanistan, and Pakistan. Australia had not 
previously received large numbers of migrants 
from that part of the world, so many citizens had 
few reference points for understanding these peo-
ple and the political context from which they fled.

AMY NETHERY is a senior lecturer in politics and policy stud-
ies at Deakin University, Australia.
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Meanwhile, 2001 was an election year in Aus-
tralia, and the incumbent coalition government of 
the conservative Liberal and National parties was 
expected to lose power. In the previous election, in 
1998, one million people had voted for a new party 
called One Nation, whose leader, Pauline Hanson, 
was elected to a seat in the federal Parliament on 
a racist and anti-immigration platform. Winning 
back those votes was Prime Minister John How-
ard’s survival strategy.

An opportunity to do so came when a Norwe-
gian freighter, the MV Tampa, rescued 433 asylum 
seekers from a sinking fishing vessel in interna-
tional waters and requested permission to dock 
at Christmas Island, an Australian territory close 
to Indonesia, to disembark these new passengers, 
some of whom required urgent medical attention. 
During the subsequent standoff, the Australian 
government asked a number of neighboring states 
if they would detain the asylum seekers on its be-
half, in exchange for substantial payment. Nauru 
and, later, PNG accepted the arrangement; both 
were in dire need of new in-
come streams.

The policy had an immedi-
ate political payoff in Australia. 
By the end of 2001, the gov-
ernment’s “tough on asylum” 
approach had contributed to a 
resounding victory and an in-
creased parliamentary majority for Howard’s coali-
tion.

A total of 1,544 people, mostly from Afghani-
stan and Iraq, were sent for offshore detention and 
processing between 2001 and 2007. The policy 
was designed to deny them entry to Australia and 
to deter others considering similar journeys by 
boat. Eventually, 39 percent of the detainees were 
resettled in Australia, many of them after a wait 
of three years or more. For the rest, new homes 
were found in New Zealand, Norway, Sweden, and 
Canada.

In 2002, the boats stopped. Was this because 
of offshore processing? Internationally, a range of 
factors—particularly the fall of the Taliban in Af-
ghanistan and of Saddam Hussein in Iraq—meant 
that fewer people around the world were travel-
ing to seek asylum. The suite of Australian poli-
cies known as the Pacific Solution, which includes 
offshore processing, the use of the coast guard and 
Navy to turn back boats, and collaboration with 
Indonesia to disrupt people-smuggling, certainly 
also contributed to the hiatus in boat arrivals. But 

the extent of its impact cannot be calculated pre-
cisely.

A change of government in 2007 brought the 
Labor Party to power. The new prime minister, 
Kevin Rudd, announced the abolition of the off-
shoring policy, which he called “cynical, costly, 
and ultimately unsuccessful,” but in reality it had 
already wound down since 2003. Altogether, de-
tention and processing between 2001 and 2007 
cost more than $1 billion (all figures are in Aus-
tralian dollars).

By 2008 the tentative peace in Afghanistan had 
collapsed, and unrest in the Middle East, South-
east Asia, and North Africa resulted in higher lev-
els of forced migration globally. Boats started ar-
riving in Australian waters again, and this time the 
numbers were much higher: at the peak in 2013, 
20,500 people arrived. Moreover, the boats were 
embarking all year round, including during the 
monsoon season when the journey was extremely 
dangerous, rather than waiting until the calm of 
the dry season.

Years of cooperation between 
Australia and Indonesia on 
countering people-smuggling 
operations meant that this time 
the players were criminal net-
works more unscrupulous and 
organized than the opportu-
nistic groups that had operated 

previously. So there were higher casualties, with 
an estimated 600 to 1,200 people dying at sea be-
tween 2008 and 2013. After a false start on imple-
menting a deal to “swap” refugees with Malaysia, 
the Australian government sought advice from 
an expert panel, which recommended a range of 
policy measures, including offshore processing, in 
an August 2012 report. The centers on Nauru and 
Manus Island were immediately reopened.

The policy was tougher this time around. The 
government announced that people who traveled 
to Australia by boat would “never” be resettled in 
the country, regardless of their claim to protection 
under international law. The options for refugees 
caught up in the policy are few. 

New Zealand has made a standing offer to reset-
tle 150 refugees from Australia’s offshore program 
per year, but Australia has persistently rejected it, 
arguing that doing so would only encourage more 
people to get on boats. At a cost of $55 million, 
Cambodia has agreed to resettle refugees willing to 
move there: so far, only seven have taken the offer, 
and most have not stayed long. Other states that 

Sections of the population 
perceived to be a threat were 
classified and incarcerated.
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resettle refugees are focused on the crisis in Syria, 
and are otherwise reluctant to be seen cooperating 
with Australia’s policy.

This leaves the United States as the only coun-
try to resettle refugees from Australia’s offshore 
program. The arrangement was brokered between 
Prime Minister Malcolm Turnbull and President 
Barack Obama, and has been reluctantly imple-
mented by Obama’s successor, Donald Trump, 
who called it a “dumb deal.” After the most recent 
transfer in May 2019, a total of 515 refugees, in-
cluding families, have begun a new life in America. 
It is unclear whether the United States will resettle 
all of the promised 1,250, particularly the refugees 
who come from countries included in Trump’s 
travel ban on people from a group of mostly Mus-
lim nations, or those who have failed Australia’s 
security assessment. What Australia has commit-
ted to do in return is also unclear: Anne Richard, 
the former US assistant secretary of state for popu-
lation, refugees, and migration, suggests there was 
an expectation that Australia would “do more” to 
assist Central American refu-
gees.

In May 2019, the incumbent 
Liberal-National government 
unexpectedly won the federal 
election. The debate over off-
shore processing was more mut-
ed than it had been in previous 
campaigns, but the Labor Party had promised to 
investigate New Zealand’s offer to resettle some of 
the detainees. The shock election result triggered 
a wave of despair for the approximately 900 peo-
ple still confined on Nauru and Manus Island. In 
the month following the election, more than 100 
attempted suicide. Local hospitals, unable to cope 
with the unprecedented demand, have turned peo-
ple away. The newly empowered conservative gov-
ernment, however, has reiterated that any “soften-
ing” of the policy will “weaken our borders.”

THE HUMAN COST
By a number of measures, offshore processing 

is poor policy. It is expensive and financially inef-
ficient, and it egregiously flouts international hu-
man rights law. It does not conform to democratic 
norms, such as responsibility, accountability, and 
transparency, or to liberal norms, like procedural 
fairness, equality before the law, and proportional-
ity. 

Most important, however, is the fact that the 
men, women, and children subject to the policy, 

most of whom are found to be refugees, suffer un-
der the conditions and the treatment they experi-
ence in detention. There is substantial evidence of 
systematic dehumanization, intentional neglect, 
and physical and sexual abuse, including of chil-
dren. Self-harm and attempted suicide are com-
mon. Since 2001, 12 people have died: one from 
violent assault, six from suspected suicide, two 
from medical neglect, and three from accidents.

In mid-2018, at least 30 children were reported 
to be suffering “resignation syndrome” or “trau-
matic withdrawal syndrome,” a rare and life-
threatening illness in which people withdraw from 
walking, talking, socializing, eating, drinking, and 
using the toilet, while resisting offers of care or en-
couragement. These symptoms occur in circum-
stances characterized by pervasive uncertainty, 
lack of freedom, retraumatizing experiences, and 
little or no opportunity for positive emotions. 
Treatment requires removal from this damaging 
environment and hospitalization.

Despite pressure from medical profession-
als, the government has made 
a sustained effort to prevent 
people from receiving treat-
ment in Australia. In 2017–18, 
the government fought in the 
Federal Court against 34 appli-
cations for transfer to Australia 
for medical reasons, including 

many with children as the primary applicant. In 
81 other cases, applicants were transferred only af-
ter a lawyer was engaged to represent them.

In some cases, alternative destinations have 
been arranged. In 2016, a woman seeking an abor-
tion after being raped on Nauru was sent to PNG 
for the procedure, despite abortion being illegal 
and unsafe there. At least five people have also re-
ceived treatment in Taiwan under a secret arrange-
ment between Australia, Nauru, and Taiwan that 
was revealed in 2018. For its part, Taiwan is said to 
be keen to showcase its human rights credentials 
and to secure Nauru’s recognition of its indepen-
dence from China.

At the end of 2018, the Australian Parliament 
seized a rare opportunity to improve health treat-
ment options for detainees. After the formation 
of a minority government, independent members 
of Parliament, with support from the Labor Party, 
passed the so-called Medevac law, which estab-
lished a medical panel with the power to demand 
that people requiring urgent treatment be brought 
to Australia, and limited the government’s ability 

Offshore processing 
is implemented by 
private companies.
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to block these requests. As of June 2019, about 
40 people had been transferred to Australia under 
this law, but there is evidence that they are kept 
in poor conditions in hotels and detention cen-
ters, separated from their families, and subject to 
heavy-handed treatment, including body-cavity 
searches. Since regaining a majority in the May 
election, the conservative government has prom-
ised to repeal the Medevac law, which would once 
again give it the power to ignore or override medi-
cal advice.

There have been some successful legal chal-
lenges to these policies. In 2017, over 1,300 refu-
gees and asylum seekers on Manus Island filed a 
class-action lawsuit against the government and 
security companies for illegally detaining them in 
negligent conditions. The case was settled out of 
court, so the evidence was not made public, but 
the government agreed to pay $70 million—Aus-
tralia’s largest human-rights settlement to date.

These are failings that would normally lead to 
the abandonment of any government policy. What 
explains the persistence of offshore processing?

HISTORICAL PRECEDENTS
Australia has a long history of controlling the 

entry of migrants, most infamously encapsulated 
in its White Australia policy, which lasted from 
1901 to 1972. The Immigration Restriction Act of 
1901 was one of the first laws passed by the newly 
federated Australian Parliament. It was designed 
to restrict the entry of non-British migrants—par-
ticularly the Chinese. Australia was not alone in 
pursuing such policies: “drawing the color line,” 
as the Australian historians Marilyn Lake and 
Henry Reynolds have termed it, was a practice 
shared by all settler colonial states at the start of 
the twentieth century. Australia was distinct, how-
ever, in one respect. For an island nation, the idea 
of controlling national borders—and by extension, 
national identity—was both plausible and potent.

A second, less studied aspect of Australia’s his-
tory is arguably as important: the long-standing 
use of administrative detention as a tool for con-
trolling certain groups of noncitizens. Aboriginal 
reserves and settlements, quarantine stations, and 
enemy-alien internment camps were all institu-
tional predecessors to immigration detention. In 
each circumstance, sections of the population that 
were perceived to be a threat to national security, 
identity, or cohesion were classified and incarcer-
ated. The longevity and broad reach of each of 
these forms of incarceration indicate that rather 

than being an exception, administrative detention 
in some form has been a consistent feature of Aus-
tralian social history.

There are striking similarities between these 
historical precedents and contemporary immigra-
tion detention. Arbitrarily assigned to an admin-
istrative category, people were incarcerated on a 
mandatory, indefinite, and unreviewable basis. 
The lack of accountability, transparency, or judi-
cial review meant that the day-to-day conditions 
of these sites were largely left to the discretion of 
the authorities. In some instances, particularly in 
Aboriginal reserves, people were subject to near 
total control, often for their entire lives. 

Unlike the White Australia policy, the point of 
these forms of incarceration was not necessarily 
exclusion—though for some, such as the Japanese 
detained during World War II, detention preceded 
deportation en masse. For other categories of peo-
ple who were ultimately released, administrative 
detention clearly communicated the power hierar-
chies within Australian society and the fragility of 
their membership in that society.

This is not to say that these historical prec-
edents contributed to policy makers’ decisions 
in a conscious way, but rather that they formed 
an institutional memory officials could draw on 
when faced with asylum seekers arriving by boat. 
In 2001, Australian policy makers were also well 
aware of the US detention of Haitian refugees at 
Guantanamo Bay, Cuba, in the 1990s—the world’s 
first contemporary example of offshore process-
ing.

This background suggests why, when faced with 
the arrival of refugee boats in 1989, Australian 
policy makers resorted to immigration detention, 
and why they later opted for offshore processing in 
2001. But while history helps explain the genesis 
and form of the offshore regime, the policy’s lon-
gevity must be understood within the context of 
Australia’s domestic politics.

ANTI-ASYLUM CONSENSUS
In 2001, the government blocked the Tampa 

from docking at Christmas Island and opened 
detention centers offshore during a hard-fought 
election campaign. On first glance, the Howard 
coalition’s “tough on asylum” approach contribut-
ed to its unexpected electoral success. The lesson 
to subsequent political aspirants: Being tough on 
asylum wins elections.

The situation was not as clear-cut as it seemed, 
however. The 9/11 terrorist attacks in the United 
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States occurred in the middle of the Tampa stand-
off, and these two events were conflated in the 
minds of many who were already concerned about 
the arrival of Middle Eastern refugees. The Austra-
lian Electoral Survey showed that it was the 9/11 
attacks, and Australia’s deployment with US-led 
coalition forces in Afghanistan in October 2001—
not the Tampa—that guaranteed victory for How-
ard. In so-called khaki elections, held during or 
in the run-up to war, incumbents are usually re-
turned to power.

Nevertheless, the idea that being “tough on 
asylum” wins elections has become one of the 
great enduring myths of Australian politics, and 
apparently both major parties have decided that 
the stakes are too high to try anything different. 
Opinion polling and community surveys show 
that Australians remain consistently divided over 
asylum policy: about a third of the population fa-
vors tougher restrictions on asylum seekers and 
refugees; a third is happy with the current restric-
tive policies; and another third favors more gen-
erous asylum policies. But when people in favor 
of strong restrictions are asked whether they are 
comfortable with people being treated poorly in 
detention, the responses are overwhelmingly 
negative. This raises the question of the extent to 
which people are aware of the harm caused by de-
tention, or believe these accounts are fabricated by 
a “left-wing” media with ulterior motives.

There is a pattern of politicians and the tab-
loid media disregarding concerns about poor 
treatment. Conservatives have framed in stances 
of self-harm as blackmail by people exploit-
ing the country’s compassion. They allege that 
social workers have coached asylum seekers to 
harm themselves in order to achieve favorable 
outcomes in their cases. In recent years, the con-
servative government has asserted that an act of 
compassion for a single asylum seeker—such as 
bringing a child who requires urgent medical at-
tention to an Australian hospital—would cause 
the collapse of the whole border-protection sys-
tem.

There has been sustained resistance to this bi-
partisan policy. The Greens, Australia’s largest mi-
nor political party, advocate a more humane ap-
proach to asylum seekers. The Medical Council 
of Australia has highlighted the damage caused 
by detention and urged greater respect for medi-
cal opinion in the process for bringing detainees 
to Australia for treatment. The Refugee Council 
of Australia, an umbrella organization advocating 

more liberal policies, represents 200 mainly small 
community-based groups.

Vocal opposition has also come from church 
groups, community organizations, and a network 
of concerned citizens who operate under the ban-
ner of Rural Australians for Refugees. An annual 
Palm Sunday rally calls for closing the detention 
centers and promotes the social media hashtag 
#BringThemHere.

But the protests have been muted by structural 
factors. Since the early 2000s, the law requires 
that community groups be stripped of their tax-
deductible charitable status if they advocate pub-
licly for any cause. This policy has had a dramatic 
silencing effect on advocacy and public debate. In 
the meantime, conservative media outlets have 
created, and capitalized on, an ongoing moral 
panic about boats laden with refugees.

ASYMMETRIC PARTNERSHIPS
Nauru and Papua New Guinea were Australia’s 

only colonies. It took them over from Germany 
at the end of World War II. Nauru became self-
governing in 1966, and PNG in 1975. Since then, 
both independent states have relied heavily on 
Australian aid.

PNG’s impenetrable mountainous terrain is one 
reason it has a subsistence economy despite ample 
natural resources. Economic development is also 
stalled by corruption. In 2001, PNG agreed to host 
Australia’s asylum seekers in exchange for an in-
crease in its aid funding, which already accounted 
for a significant proportion of its national income. 
It also received assistance to improve electricity, 
water, sewers, and other essential services for Ma-
nus Province, plus fast-tracked applications for aid 
for schools and hospitals. In 2013, when Australia 
revived its offshoring policy, some PNG politicians 
touted additional funding and a promise of invest-
ment as proof of a successful bargain, while out-
spoken Papuan critics have labeled the arrange-
ment a form of neocolonialism.

In 2016, in a blow to Australia’s policy, the PNG 
Supreme Court ruled that the detention of asylum 
seekers contravened the constitution’s protection 
of personal liberty and demanded that Australia 
and PNG find an immediate alternative. However, 
the center remained in operation for another 15 
months. Despite refugees’ ongoing protests against 
their incarceration, they were reluctant to leave the 
center, fearing violent attacks by the local popula-
tion. These fears were well founded: a long history 
of antagonism between detainees and locals has 
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flared into violence on several occasions, includ-
ing the 2014 riot in which the Iranian detainee 
Reza Barati was murdered.

Since the closure of the detention center, former 
detainees have continued to report encountering 
hostility, and some violence, from Papuan locals. 
Gay men are particularly vulnerable to violence in 
PNG, where homosexuality is illegal. But there are 
also positive stories: some former detainees have 
started families with local women. The citizenship 
status of their children remains uncertain, howev-
er, and fathers who are offered the opportunity to 
resettle in the United States without their families 
face a difficult decision.

Nauru, which was once the world’s richest state 
per capita thanks to its phosphate deposits, has 
a scandalous history of corruption and was fac-
ing bankruptcy in 2001 when Australia asked for 
its assistance. The financial and political support 
from this arrangement has caused further demo-
cratic decline. In a dramatic few months in early 
2014, Nauru’s ruling party sacked the chief justice, 
resident magistrate, and chief of 
police. A group of opposition 
politicians called the Nauru 19 
have been expelled from parlia-
ment and subjected to severe 
restrictions on their freedom of 
speech, movement, and access 
to medical treatment. The lo-
cal media is government-controlled and does not 
publish opposing voices. New Zealand and other 
countries have condemned these developments, 
but Australia has insisted that Nauru remains a 
democracy and is therefore a suitable partner.

AVOIDING ACCOUNTABILITY
Offshore processing is implemented at Austra-

lia’s behest by private companies on the territory 
of these democratically deficient nation-states. 
Multiple layers of governance complicate the usu-
al chains of responsibility. The Australian govern-
ment has argued that responsibility for the facili-
ties lies with PNG and Nauru, despite findings by 
Parliament and courts to the contrary. Australia’s 
hands-off approach to the day-to-day operation of 
the centers contrasts with the highly intervention-
ist approach it takes to blocking doctors’ appli-
cations to transfer detainees to Australia or else-
where for urgent medical assistance.

Similarly, accountability is severely constrained. 
The for-profit multinational and Australian com-
panies subcontracted to implement the policy are 

not sufficiently accountable, and the contracts 
themselves are confidential. A culture of secrecy 
within these firms has resulted in instances of ne-
glect, abuse, and poor recordkeeping. In 2015, a 
parliamentary committee heard evidence that the 
company responsible for employing staff regularly 
sent incident reports, including those containing 
details about the abuse of children, into “File 13,” 
its code for the shredder.

None of these scandals, however, has prompted 
the government to discontinue a contract. In fact, 
it has unilaterally extended contracts several times 
despite the company’s expressed wish to end the 
agreement.

Secrecy pervades the offshore processing re-
gime. Since 2013, the government has refused to 
answer the media’s questions about the policy, and 
has referred at least eight journalists reporting on 
it to the Federal Police for investigation. The 2015 
Border Force Act has prevented anyone involved 
in implementing offshore processing from speak-
ing about their work; those who do risk two years’ 

imprisonment. This applies 
even to disclosing a case in-
volving serious physical injury 
caused by the staff.

Transparency has also been a 
casualty of Nauru’s democratic 
decline. In 2014, the govern-
ment increased the cost of a 

journalistic visa from $200 to $8,000—and it does 
not refund the fee if an application is rejected. In 
2016, it announced that it would no longer grant 
visas for Australian and New Zealand passport 
holders. In 2018, while hosting the Pacific Islands 
Forum, Nauru refused entry to the Australian 
Broadcasting Corporation and banned journalists 
from speaking to refugees. A senior New Zealand 
journalist was arrested and had her press pass tem-
porarily revoked after she interviewed a refugee.

PIERCING THE SILENCE
The enforced silence of offshore processing has 

been pierced by some remarkable communications 
from people caught inside the system. The most 
prolific voice has been that of Behrouz Booch-
ani, the Kurdish Iranian refugee mentioned at the 
beginning of this essay. In addition to his award-
winning book, Boochani codirected the documen-
tary Chauka, Please Tell Us the Time, contributing 
footage shot using his mobile phone. He has also 
written essays, poetry, and long-form journalism 
for Australian and US newspapers, and collabo-

Antagonism between 
detainees and locals has 

flared into violence.
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rated frequently with other writers, filmmakers, 
and artists. International recognition for his work 
includes the 2018 Anna Politkovskaya Prize for 
press freedom, awarded by the Italian magazine 
Internazionale.

Another detainee who has managed to speak 
out is Aziz Abdul Muhamat, a Sudanese refugee. 
In 2016, Muhamat exchanged over 3,000 thirty-
second WhatsApp voice memos with the Aus-
tralian journalist Michael Green, who edited their 
disjointed conversation into a podcast series called 
The Messenger. In January 2019, Muhamat was giv-
en the prestigious Martin Ennals Award for Human 
Rights Defenders. He was able to travel to Geneva 
to accept the award on the condition that he re-
turn immediately to Manus Island, which he did. 
In June 2019, however, Switzerland granted him a 
residency visa, finally ending his long confinement.

These important accounts of life in offshore de-
tention have some common features. They were 
produced using contraband technology that had 
been smuggled in to the detainees and used at 
great personal risk. There is also the critical com-
ponent of collaboration: almost all of these testi-
monies have relied on the assistance of an inter-
national partner with the resources to make the 
accounts public.

Other glimpses of life in offshore detention have 
emerged. In 2016, a leaked cache of 2,000 inci-
dent reports—the so-called Nauru Files—revealed 
the scale of self-harm and abuse (including sexual 
abuse of children by guards and fellow detainees), 
and the manifestly insufficient response by au-
thorities. Medical practitioners have also spoken 
publicly about their work within the system, de-
spite a gag order. These whistleblowers include a 
former head of mental health services on Nauru 
who has argued that the conditions of that center 
amount to torture.

SETTING AN EXAMPLE
Offshore processing on Nauru and PNG is just 

one aspect of Australia’s asylum policy. Another is 
its cooperation with Indonesia to intercept asylum 
seekers en route to Australia. The two countries 
share intelligence on people-smuggling networks, 
and Australia has made significant financial and 
operational contributions to a network of 13 im-
migration detention centers in Indonesia.

The fact that Indonesia is much more inclined 
to detain asylum seekers and refugees than it was 
two decades ago should be understood as an Aus-
tralian diplomatic success, particularly because 
the goal of stopping onward movement is incon-
venient for Indonesia. With the boats stopped, 
approximately 14,000 asylum seekers are stuck 
in Indonesia without any rights. Running out of 
money and faced with the risks of sleeping hun-
gry on the streets, some of them have asked to be 
admitted to immigration detention, knowing full 
well that the centers are overcrowded and they can 
be held indefinitely.

Australia’s asylum policies also affect the Asia-
Pacific region more broadly because they have led 
to disengagement on related issues. Australia has 
stopped funding the UN Refugee Agency and no 
longer offers to resettle refugees from within the 
region. It has not offered assistance to Asian coun-
tries grappling with the Rohingya refugee crisis, in 
which over 1 million people have been displaced 
from Myanmar, mostly to Bangladesh. Given Aus-
tralia’s wealth and professed faith in the liberal in-
ternational order, it might be expected to take a 
leadership role on this issue.

Conservative politicians in other countries have 
touted Australia’s policies as a model for their own 
responses to refugee challenges. The fact that Aus-
tralia has “stopped the boats” lends legitimacy to 
similar attempts. The European Union has ad-
opted “externalization policies” such as turning 
back boats, denying them entry to ports, and op-
erating detention centers in Libya and Ukraine. In 
addition to its attempts to build a wall along the 
Mexican border, the United States has funded a 
network of detention centers throughout Mexico. 
In June 2019, Trump tweeted that “much can be 
learned” from Australia’s policy.

These policies create physical and psychological 
barriers for people fleeing persecution throughout 
the world. By limiting access to protection, they 
undermine the spirit of the Refugee Convention, 
rendering it meaningless in some regions. Mean-
while, life remains on hold for Behrouz Boochani 
and the other refugees who have been trapped on 
Papua New Guinea and Nauru for years. Given the 
cross-party Australian consensus on maintaining 
the offshoring policy, they might be waiting a long 
time. ■
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“There is a danger that internal power struggles may cause distractions and derail 
the project of reformation.”

Are Malaysia’s Reformers Up to the Task?
GAIK CHENG KHOO

Over the past few years in Malaysia, many 
citizens took on an active role in a cam-
paign to “save the nation” when they 

feared that the state and its institutions were fail-
ing. Prominent among them was a nonagenarian 
former prime minister, Mahathir Mohamad. In 
March 2016, Mahathir, together with other op-
position leaders and civil society members, issued 
a Citizens’ Declaration calling for the removal of 
incumbent Prime Minister Najib Razak through 
peaceful, legal means.

The declaration cited the appalling state of the 
national economy, scandals that had brought the 
country into global disrepute, and the common 
people’s suffering due to mismanagement, high 
taxation, corruption, and draconian repression. It 
demanded the removal of Najib and his collabora-
tors, repeal of all recent laws and agreements that 
violated fundamental rights guaranteed by the 
constitution, and restoration of the integrity of in-
stitutions. The Save Malaysia movement circulated 
a petition supporting those demands. Eventually it 
garnered over 1.2 million signatures.

The patriotic appeal of the declaration hinted 
at a nostalgic, idyllic vision of Malaysia as a suc-
cessful “Asian tiger” economy, blessed with good 
governance and a peaceful, progressive, multi-
cultural population equally benefiting from well-
formed policies. The country’s most famous tour-
ism advertisement, “Malaysia, Truly Asia,” springs 
to mind: a montage of costumed ethnic minorities 
dancing against a backdrop of natural wonders 
and modern iconic landmarks like the Petronas 
Twin Towers in the capital, Kuala Lumpur.

The drafters of the declaration expressed their 
hope of persuading former civil servants to defect 
from the long-ruling Barisan Nasional (BN or Na-

tional Front) coalition, consisting of ethnic-based 
parties like the United Malays National Organiza-
tion (UMNO), the Malaysian Chinese Association, 
and the Malaysian Indian Congress. This focus on 
winning over members of the establishment was 
indicative of the moderate or centrist nature of the 
new opposition coalition, the Pakatan Harapan 
(PH or Alliance of Hope), which would sweep to 
victory in Malaysia’s May 2018 general election. 
Many former and current civil servants played a 
part in the PH victory.

Key among former UMNO members who helped 
blaze the campaign trail for PH was the feisty ex-
minister of International Trade and Industry, Rafi-
dah Aziz, who boasts four decades in politics. In a 
campaign speech five days before the election, she 
likened Malaysia to a very large bungalow with a 
neglectful caretaker:

A new contract is drawn up every five years to 
manage, run, and maintain this large house. The 
current management contractor has not done its 
job because even the roof is missing, the door 
and window have disappeared. This is the house 
the contractor is supposed to take care of. But it 
has been burgled. The cupboard, the stove . . . 
all have been stolen. And worse, this beautiful 
house of ours called Malaysia—it is full of infes-
tations: by rats, by snakes, insects. White ants 
have started eating into the pillars . . . and that is 
why I’m out here today.

She appealed to her audience not to renew the old 
contract with Barisan Nasional and to give it to 
PH instead. Malaysian voters listened. On May 9, 
2018, after 61 years of BN rule, Malaysia finally got 
a change of government.

Monumental as it may sound, the change is 
actually a moderate one that matches the gener-
ally conservative nature of Malaysian society. After 
all, PH is yet another coalition of parties led by a 
former prime minister. The ideology of Mahathir’s 
new Malaysian United Indigenous Party (Bersatu) 

GAIK CHENG KHOO is an associate professor in the School 
of Media, Languages, and Cultures at the University of Not-
tingham, Malaysia.
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resembles that of the party he once headed, UMNO, 
which is based on representing the interests of 
Malays, the country’s largest ethnic group, and 
maintaining their special benefits and hegemony. 
PH also consists of former Deputy Prime Minister 
Anwar Ibrahim’s People’s Justice Party, the Demo-
cratic Action Party, and Amanah, a moderate pro-
gressive arm that broke away from the Malaysian 
Islamic Party (PAS).

Malaysians counted on Mahathir to lead the 
country back to its glory days and remove the stain 
of Najib’s scandals. But in response to his critics in 
a speech at Bersatu’s first annual general meeting on 
December 30, 2017, Mahathir acknowledged with 
some regret his own contribution to the poor state 
of the national “bungalow.” His first premiership 
(1981–2003) had concentrated power in the execu-
tive as he wore down the powers of the judiciary and 
the monarchy, while wielding the Internal Security 
Act and other repressive measures against political 
opponents and critics. Now he had returned in a 
pact with former enemies and those he had jailed 
without trial, promising that he 
would eventually hand power 
over to Anwar, the imprisoned 
leader of PH. Anwar had been 
Mahathir’s deputy in the 1990s 
before their falling out over the 
handling of the Asian financial 
crisis and Anwar’s ambitions. 
Anwar was then convicted and imprisoned on du-
bious criminal charges.

Some pundits attributed the PH victory to the 
leaders’ personalities and abilities, as well as to 
widespread dissatisfaction with the higher cost 
of living after the introduction of the unpopular 
Goods and Services Tax and the withdrawal of fuel 
and food subsidies. Many voters were also indig-
nant over the corruption scandal known as 1MDB 
(involving the improper use of a state investment 
fund to enrich Najib and his associates) and re-
pressive measures such as the Anti–Fake News 
Act, passed just before the general election. But in 
my view, it was civil society and citizens-turned-
activist-voters who did the most to bring about the 
change of government.

This is not to deny that the other factors had 
an impact. All of those concerns and more increas-
ingly forced Malaysians to recognize their right 
to vote as something powerful and crucial. They 
seized the opportunity to punish UMNO for its bro-
ken promises and neglect, for the billions stolen 
and squandered from the national coffers (includ-

ing funds meant to help Muslim pilgrims and small 
farmers), and for treating them like children easily 
appeased with bread crumbs such as one-time wel-
fare payments.

Evidently, the sideshows of racism and intoler-
ance staged by UMNO hooligans like Jamal Yunos 
and his Red Shirts (elements of the “uncivil soci-
ety” that money can unleash), purportedly cham-
pioning Malay rights and Islam against the de-
monized, Chinese-dominated Democratic Action 
Party, failed to distract voters from the larger pic-
ture. Or perhaps their provocative antics stretched 
the limits of Malaysians’ traditional multicultural 
tolerance. In any case, the historic election turned 
on the efforts of many ordinary heroes.

ACTIVATING CITIZENSHIP
Since 2007, Malaysian citizens had been exer-

cising their (somewhat circumscribed) right to 
gather in large demonstrations, calling for elector-
al reform in protests organized by the civil society 
group Bersih 2.0. By 2017, however, such actions 

had produced no visible prog-
ress. Demonstration fatigue as 
well as disillusionment with in-
fighting within Anwar’s People’s 
Justice Party had set in. When 
Mahathir was chosen to lead PH 
into the election, the #UndiRo-
sak or #SpoiltVote campaign be-

gan, calling on young voters to express their anger 
by spoiling their vote or abstaining from voting.

A taxi driver in Kuala Lumpur explained to 
me in the lead-up to the election that he saw no 
need to go out and protest on the streets. Mak-
ing a spectacle of one’s outrage would only invite a 
violent backlash. But he was determined to quietly 
exercise his right as a citizen to cast a vote—all the 
more so because the government had scheduled 
the election on a Wednesday, making it even hard-
er for Malaysians who lived far from their home 
constituencies to vote. (Some Malaysians are still 
registered as voters in their original hometowns 
since they did not change their registrations when 
they moved to the city. Strategically, this aided PH, 
because those living and working in urban areas 
are mostly already pro-PH, unlike rural-based vot-
ers, who tended to vote for BN.)

The driver, an English-speaking, middle-aged 
Malay man, planned to drive his wife back to her 
hometown on the east coast before traveling to his 
own home state, Kelantan, to vote on May 9. It 
would take a whole day or more of driving, but 

Political and 
institutional reform 

has been slow.
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he assured me that he had no intention of missing 
out. He would be part of the silent majority and 
the “Malay tsunami” that turned against UMNO.

Meanwhile, not-so-silent progressive Malay-
sians worked to make sure that the country’s 14th 
general election, known as GE14, was as free and 
fair as possible by countering the gerrymander-
ing and other advantages meant to tilt the playing 
field and ensure a BN victory. Since 2008, bias dis-
played by the Election Commission on behalf of 
the ruling coalition had left Malaysians with little 
confidence in the institution that was supposed to 
uphold democracy at the polls.

Opposition party volunteers, church groups, in-
dividual activists, and civil society organizations 
like Bersih, INVOKE, and Tindak were galvanized 
into action, building on their previous efforts in 
the 2008 and 2013 elections. They distributed 
voter-education materials on social media and or-
ganized workshops to train volunteers on how to 
monitor the polls and spot election fraud. With 
the help of volunteers, Tindak produced an online 
electoral map to provide transparency and edu-
cate citizens about the effects of the redistricting 
process. Ordinary Malaysians of various genera-
tions turned up at the workshops to volunteer as 
polling agents representing their parties at voting 
locations. INVOKE claimed that it signed up over 
17,500 volunteers (an estimated 20,000 were 
needed to monitor polls nationwide).

Having previously bowed to pressure to estab-
lish a postal-voting system for Malaysians abroad, 
the Election Commission sabotaged it by setting a 
short campaign period of 11 days. Overseas vot-
ers reported receiving their ballots just a day or 
two before the election. But this spurred what was 
dubbed “Malaysia’s Amazing Race” as expatriates 
organized via social media networks to send their 
ballots back to their hometown polling stations via 
couriers. Civil society organizations like Global 
Bersih and My Overseas Vote also worked to de-
liver ballots in time.

On the domestic front, ordinary citizens (main-
ly youth) helped voters return to their hometowns 
with crowdfunding campaigns, carpooling ser-
vices, and travel subsidies. All of these initiatives 
were facilitated by the power of social media.

Not least among the citizen-activists were for-
mer civil servants. As early as December 2014, 
a group of influential moderate ethnic Malays 
formed G25, a civil society organization made 
up mostly of senior or retired civil servants who 
described themselves as “concerned citizens of 

Malaysia.” They raised particular concerns over 
religious bodies’ assertion of authority beyond 
their jurisdiction and flouting of the constitution’s 
protections for non-Muslims’ rights. For example, 
top officials at the Department of Islamic Develop-
ment (JAKIM), a government agency, have called 
secularism and human rights threats to Islam. JA-
KIM’s narrow interpretation of Islam and its oppo-
sition to any Islamic or intellectual discourse that 
recognizes non-Sunni perspectives sow discord in 
multiethnic, secular Malaysia. 

G25 also worked with Patriot, a group of mili-
tary and police veterans from across all ethnicities 
that was established in 2017. While it might have 
been easy to discount G25 as a band of privileged 
liberals whose support for a progressive agenda set 
them apart from the average conservative Malay, 
the same could not be said of Patriot. In contrast 
to UMNO bullies like Jamal Yunos and the Red 
Shirts threatening ethnic minorities with violence, 
Patriot members of all ethnicities had risked their 
lives fighting communist insurgents and deployed 
on overseas missions. In the months leading up to 
the election, Patriot worked with Bersih 2.0 and 
INVOKE to reach out to military and police veter-
ans and active members of the security forces.

Patriot convinced police personnel that their 
ballots would be secret and that they should vote 
according to their consciences. The group also 
sent members to monitor early voting at military 
and police bases throughout the country. More 
important, Patriot issued statements calling on 
the police inspector-general and the armed forces 
chief to act responsibly in the event an emergency 
was declared. That may have helped to ensure a 
peaceful transfer of power amid speculation that 
Najib might suspend democracy rather than ac-
cept defeat.

DELICATE BALANCE
While the outcome of the 2018 election was 

historic, it was only the first step toward reform-
ing and renewing the state. The PH government 
has received mixed reviews for its performance in 
the year since the election. A March 2019 survey 
by the Merdeka Center—after three by-election 
losses for PH—captured the mood: the euphoria 
was over. A majority thought the country was 
headed in the wrong direction; the economy was 
not doing well. Mahathir’s public approval rating 
plunged from 71 percent to 46 percent. Respon-
dents had become more concerned about bread-
and-butter issues than about corruption.
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In opposition, UMNO and the PAS have formed 
an alliance to protect Malays’ special privileges. 
Their constant harping on the “besieged” posi-
tions of Malays, the monarchy, and Islam has fu-
eled distrust of the PH government, frustrating 
progressive policy making and attempts to bring 
Malaysian law in line with international law. Fear 
of a Malay backlash, however groundless, led to U-
turns on human rights as the government backed 
away from ratifying the International Convention 
for the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrim-
ination and the Rome Statute of the International 
Criminal Court.

Fear of offending Muslims also sapped the po-
litical will to ban child marriage outright, despite 
two widely reported cases of Muslim girls being 
married to men thirty years their senior. Instead, 
the Home Ministry will require that social welfare, 
health, and police reports be submitted with appli-
cations for marriages involving underage children. 
(The legal age of consent in Malaysia is 16—but 
Muslim marriages fall under Shariah law, which 
does not set an age limit.)

The PH government has had 
to strike a delicate balance be-
tween seeking immediate prog-
ress toward social equity—de-
livering material gains that are 
felt on the ground—and intro-
ducing structural reforms to re-
store democracy and integrity to institutions over 
a longer term. So perhaps it is premature to gauge 
PH’s performance after just a year. Despite sinking 
approval ratings, over 80 percent of those polled 
in the March 2019 survey agreed that the govern-
ment should be given more time to fix the prob-
lems it inherited. Activists interviewed a year after 
the election also expressed realistic expectations 
that change would not occur overnight.

SLOW BUT STEADY
Overall, the PH government is taking slow but 

steady steps. One of the first tasks it took on was 
reinstating the separation of powers, restoring the 
independence of Parliament to check and balance 
the executive. Six parliamentary select commit-
tees were set up to scrutinize draft legislation and 
maintain oversight of government ministries.

Capable figures, including some from civil soci-
ety, have been appointed to top positions to battle 
corruption and reform key institutions that were 
compromised by Najib. A respected former judge, 
rather than a PH member, became speaker of the 

House. The veteran barrister and constitutional 
law expert Tommy Thomas was appointed as at-
torney general. Human rights lawyer and writer 
Art Harun now heads the Election Commission 
with a new board. The chief justice, the head of the 
Malaysian Anti-Corruption Commission (MACC), 
and the police inspector-general were all replaced. 
Some high-level posts went to ethnic minorities 
and women.

The problem is that these appointments, al-
though generally progressive and meritorious, 
have been made through executive power. (There 
is no legal requirement to seek parliamentary ap-
proval for appointments, but the PH election mani-
festo had promised to do so.) Many are driven by 
the 94-year-old prime minister’s urgency to get the 
nation back on its feet and redeem his legacy while 
facing the imminent question of his personal mor-
tality.

One example is the controversial appointment 
of Latheefa Koya, a former Justice Party member, 
to head the MACC. While permitted by law, the 

move drew criticism because 
Mahathir did not consult Par-
liament, and Koya was regarded 
as a member of the anti-Anwar 
camp within the Justice Party.

In other areas, the new gov-
ernment has honored its mani-
festo pledges to operate in an 

open and democratic manner. It has solicited pub-
lic feedback and engaged with civil society and 
other stakeholders on numerous issues at various 
administrative levels and across many sectors. Ma-
laysians overseas and within the country have of-
fered their expertise and suggestions.

The Council of Eminent Persons, established 
by Mahathir to advise him on socioeconomic and 
financial matters, met with over 350 people from 
more than 200 organizations in 100 days. The 
Institutional Reforms Committee, set up by the 
Council of Eminent Persons shortly after the PH 
came to power, reported receiving over 1,000 sub-
missions in two months. The National Higher Ed-
ucation Fund Corporation, in charge of providing 
student loans, is conducting public consultations 
on how to deal with a debt of 40 billion Malaysian 
ringgit (nearly $10 billion) and a high default rate, 
which threaten to make the fund unsustainable.

The government’s efforts to reform the econo-
my and help the B40 (as the bottom 40-percent 
income segment of the population is known) have 
not been aided by the discovery that the national 

Malaysians counted on 
Mahathir to lead the country 

back to its glory days.
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debt exceeds RM1 trillion. The Goods and Services 
Tax was abolished in June 2018 but replaced in 
September 2018 with a similar if narrower Sales 
and Services Tax.

An Economic Action Council was set up to 
stimulate economic growth, promote fairer distri-
bution of wealth, and improve public well-being. 
The 2019 budget does seem more fairly distribut-
ed across both rural and urban populations, with 
funds for infrastructural development in Sabah 
and Sarawak, the two East Malaysian states that 
were often treated as vote banks while their de-
velopment was neglected by the federal govern-
ment. There are also specific allocations to sup-
port struggling ethnic minority communities such 
as Indians and Orang Asli (indigenous groups of 
Peninsular Malaysia).

The government has maintained social wel-
fare payments for low-income families, and made 
public transport more affordable by introducing 
monthly bus passes, first in Kuala Lumpur, then 
in Penang and other states. It also increased the 
minimum wage—but only by a measly RM50, to 
RM1,100 per month, instead of the RM400 boost 
promised in the election manifesto. The increase 
was extended to the two East Malaysian states, un-
like in the past.

However, these changes have yet to reach ru-
ral voters. Better communication of policies could 
help bridge the rural-urban divide. PH’s compo-
nent parties, which are largely urban-based, need 
an expanded presence in rural areas. Without such 
efforts, PH risks seeing its progressive agenda sty-
mied by the divisive race-and-religion narrative of 
UMNO and PAS.

CLEANING THE STABLES
Some steps have been taken to fulfill the PH 

manifesto promises to put a stop to corruption. 
Najib himself is on trial, large infrastructure proj-
ects he initiated are under review, and investiga-
tions into abuses of state funds are underway. Ma-
hathir negotiated with China to lower the cost of 
building the East Coast Rail Link by a third, to 
RM44 billion. Top officials in some of the most 
tainted ministries—immigration, police, transpor-
tation—have been replaced.

Perhaps the most obvious change under the new 
government is greater freedom of the press. Malay-
sia jumped 22 spots in the 2019 World Press Free-
dom Index (though it still ranks 123rd out of 180 
countries). There is less self-censorship and more 
willingness on the part of mainstream media to 

hold public debates and discussions on television. 
Charges of sedition against the political cartoon-
ist Zunar were dropped; now he is free to travel 
abroad, and his books, once banned, can be sold in 
local bookstores. The BN-affiliated media has be-
come less one-sided in its coverage and framing of 
local politics (though critics note that some other 
outlets have swung to the government’s side).

But political and institutional reform has been 
slow. An attempt to repeal the Anti–Fake News 
Act that Najib introduced in April 2018, weeks be-
fore the election, stalled when the BN-dominated 
Dewan Negara (Senate) rejected it last September. 
The 1948 Sedition Act, a legacy of British colonial 
rule used for decades to repress dissent—and used 
in early 2019 to detain several people for insulting 
the monarchy—supposedly will be either repealed 
or replaced soon. A number of other repressive 
laws are slated for review and possibly amendment 
or abolition.

A proposal to form an Independent Police Com-
plaints and Misconduct Commission faced resis-
tance from police associations and former officers. 
It took a new inspector-general, Abdul Hamid Ba-
dor, to endorse the commission as a necessary part 
of institutional reform, though its fate remains un-
certain.

Reform and consultation are happening at vari-
ous levels in other areas long in need of review. The 
federal government plans to propose amendments 
to the Aboriginal Peoples Act of 1954 to better pro-
tect indigenous ancestral land claims and to em-
power the Orang Asli community to appoint and 
dismiss its own headmen. (In the past, chiefs were 
selected by the government.) In an unprecedented 
move, the federal government is suing the Kelan-
tan state government for failing to uphold the land 
rights of the Temiar tribe against developers, log-
ging companies, and durian plantations.

Meanwhile, environmentalists have pushed the 
government to do more to safeguard biodiversity, 
provide states with incentives to preserve their for-
ests, and reform laws like the National Forestry 
Act to promote sustainable development and envi-
ronmental justice.

With so much attention devoted to rejuvenating 
the economy and improving social equity and hu-
man rights, one area that seems to be neglected is 
the nexus between politicians and state-owned en-
terprises. Critics have called for requiring greater 
transparency and accountability of government-
linked corporations. The political economist Ed-
mund Terence Gomez has argued that these firms 
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are routinely used by parties in power for political 
financing, the 1MDB scandal being a prime exam-
ple. Under the PH government, the heads of these 
firms continue to be political appointees.

KEEPING THE FAITH
Despite high hopes for the new government, 

activists often have been disappointed by a lack 
of follow-up on promising initiatives and insuffi-
cient public accountability. The report of the In-
stitutional Reforms Committee (with 233 recom-
mendations), submitted in July 2018 to the prime 
minister, has not been made public. Similarly, the 
Council of Eminent Persons’ 100-day report was 
kept sealed under the Official Secrets Act, another 
law that was used in the past to prevent oversight 
and transparency.

Many progressive reforms are being discussed 
and planned; over a hundred laws are scheduled 
for enactment, amendment, or repeal. But this 
work is done quietly behind the scenes—and leg-
islation takes time to be drafted and passed. The 
work of reform and social change is slow, given the 
resistance the government faces from an opposi-
tion that continues to wield the race-and-religion 
card—and other obstacles within. 

There is a danger that internal power struggles 
may cause distractions and derail the project of 
reformation. Uncertainty persists as to when—or 
whether—Mahathir will hand over power to An-

war. A new scandal over sodomy allegations—the 
same charge used against Anwar in the past—sur-
rounds Economy Minister Mohamed Azmin Ali, a 
potential rival to Anwar for the succession.

The new ruling coalition includes both idealists 
and pragmatists—some who prioritize economic 
growth, others with an inclusive social agenda, and 
still others concerned that a focus on inclusion of 
minorities could alienate Malay voters—many of 
whom buy into the ideology of Malay hegemony 
and entitlement that pits them against other citi-
zens. The racial divide may worsen if the govern-
ment does not effectively communicate its policies 
or make them relevant to the everyday lives of ru-
ral Malays. Together with progressive civil society 
organizations (which are mostly urban-based, like 
the parties in the coalition), PH needs to develop 
counternarratives to rebut the messages spread by 
right-wing Islamist groups that tap into the fears 
and resentments of the rural poor.

Facing such hurdles, civil society and citizen-
activists cannot afford to be complacent if they 
are serious about realizing their vision of a demo-
cratic Malaysia with better governance. The task 
of rebuilding a nation after six decades of rule 
by an increasingly authoritarian, neglectful, and 
self-serving steward will require the same faith 
and dedication that ordinary citizens, former and 
current civil servants, and civil society groups put 
into the GE14 election campaign. ■
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“The lack of planning can be understood as an art of governing, for it ensures the 
operation of informality.”

Escape from Jakarta?
ABIDIN KUSNO

On April 30, 2019, soon after an election in 
which he won a second term, President 
Joko (Jokowi) Widodo announced a plan 

to move Indonesia’s capital city away from Jakarta 
and the main island of Java. The reasons he gave 
were not surprising to anyone who has lived in 
Jakarta: its afflictions of flooding and subsidence 
(it is one of the fastest-sinking cities in the world), 
overcrowding, traffic congestion, environmental 
degradation, and the associated problems of gov-
erning such a megacity.

Neighboring countries have recently built new 
capitals: Myanmar’s military regime relocated from 
Yangon to Naypyidaw in 2005, and Malaysia’s ad-
ministrative offices moved from Kuala Lumpur to 
Putrajaya in 1999. But Indonesia has a longer his-
tory of such visions of moving the capital. And it 
has a profound ambivalence about Jakarta.

Jakarta is not only a capital city; it is a post-
colonial city, one of the oldest in Southeast Asia. 
Known since the ninth century as Sunda Kelapa, 
the main port of the Sundanese kingdom, the city 
was substantially built up by the Dutch in the sev-
enteenth century as a fortified military depot and a 
hub for the trading operations of the world’s largest 
multinational corporation at the time, the United 
East India Company (VOC). Being a colony, the 
city—known then as Batavia—was not planned 
along the lines of Dutch ports like Amsterdam or 
Rotterdam.

The colonial state was mainly interested in prof-
its, and lacked the political will to design a capital 
city. Attention to planning was limited to certain 
areas occupied by Europeans. The parts of Batavia 
where Indonesians lived were left alone. A consid-
erable section of the population was made up of 
slaves divided into different ethnic groups.

When environmental problems in the coastal 
sections of Batavia led to deadly epidemics, the 
colonial regime simply abandoned that quarter 
and moved the capital city inland to a more spa-
cious and healthful area. The ruins of Batavia were 
used to build a new governmental complex. Yet 
the move was again marked by a piecemeal plan-
ning process that prioritized European concerns. 
The country villas of the Dutch enclaves were con-
structed with modern sanitary arrangements, but 
most of the population lived in poor conditions 
with no basic infrastructure.

The patchwork of “planned” European areas 
was interspersed with or surrounded by a vast 
expanse of farmland and “unplanned” neighbor-
hoods (kampungs) where the majority of Indone-
sians lived. This geography of colonial space tells 
us that the city was never built for Indonesian 
people. Instead, it was built by and for those who 
owned the warehouses—the barons who served as 
government officials and were interested only in 
short-term economic gains.

Like other colonial cities, Batavia was designed 
to serve the needs of the European metropole for 
natural resources and plantation crops. This dis-
placed the local connection between the city and 
its hinterland and increased the unevenness of de-
velopment between Java and other islands, since 
most facilities (from hospitals to schools and other 
services) were concentrated in Batavia.

Urban development in Batavia was generated 
by a system of free enterprise; individual initia-
tives superseded collective will. That aggravated 
problems caused by the lack of land regulation 
and town planning. Reports on Indonesian towns 
in the colonial era were filled with words such as 
“untidiness,” “disorder,” and “disintegration.”

The postcolonial national elites were fully 
aware of this fragmented society and colonial ne-
glect when they inherited Batavia in 1950. They 
wanted the city to become a central site for build-

ABIDIN KUSNO is a professor in York University’s faculty of 
environmental studies and director of the York Centre for 
Asian Research.
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ing up a collective “national” entity. They changed 
its name from Batavia to Jakarta and took over 
some governmental buildings while demolish-
ing many edifices in the name of decolonization. 
They also discussed the possibility of moving the 
capital city elsewhere, someplace outside Java, to 
promote equality in the nation’s socioeconomic 
development.

TURMOIL IN THE REALM
Moving the capital city would hardly have been 

unprecedented in Javanese history. In 1745, a Ja-
vanese king called Pakubuwana II moved from his 
fallen palace of Kartasura to the nearby village of 
Surakarta. The old palace was in shambles as a re-
sult of internal royal conflict, rebellion, wars, and 
political intrigues involving Javanese and Chinese 
populations and the VOC.

The Babad Giyanti, an eighteenth-century 
chronicle, refers to this time of disaster with the 
term daharuning praja: “the turmoil in the realm.” 
It describes in detail the king’s procession to the 
new capital. The king brought with him not only 
his family, religious officials, and servants, but also 
the Dutch company commandant and troops on 
horseback. Most important were the king’s grand 
carriage, named Kyai Garuda after a mythical bird, 
his collection of heirlooms, and a banyan tree, all 
of which were believed to channel sacred forces 
that would strengthen the king’s authority. Only 
then could he restore his position as “the nail of 
the universe” (the literal meaning of Pakubuwana).

The ritualistic move was needed to transform 
the reality of defeat into an expression of progress. 
Moving the capital elsewhere and leaving the old 
ruins behind was a means of overcoming the “tur-
moil in the realm.” But this wasn’t a revolution-
ary attempt to construct a new society. It was a 
restoration of an old, declining kingdom that was 
forced to accommodate the rising power of Dutch 
colonialism.

In Indonesian studies, Pakubuwana’s procession 
is known as an enactment of what the anthropolo-
gist Clifford Geertz called an “exemplary center,” 
a spectacle designed to provide reassurance that 
the universe was still in the king’s hands. Today, 
this legendary move is considered the key to the 
establishment of Surakarta—which happens to be 
Jokowi’s birthplace and the city where he served as 
mayor before moving up to Jakarta.

Why have the four most noted Javanese presi-
dents—Sukarno, Suharto, Susilo Bambang Yud-
hoyono, and now Jokowi—all considered the idea 

of moving the capital from Jakarta? Did their in-
terest stem from perceived crises of their time and 
the need for a new “exemplary center” to restore 
their power? In any case, the idea of building a 
new capital city has long been an important part 
of Indonesian political culture, even if such plans 
rarely come to fruition.

For Jokowi’s supporters and the Ministry of Na-
tional Development Planning (Bappenas), today’s 
reasons for moving the capital elsewhere stem 
from constant “turmoil in the realm.” In an inter-
view in May, Bambang Bodjonegoro, the head of 
Bappenas, proclaimed: “Java is overburdened, Ja-
karta is exhausted.”

SUKARNO’S DREAM
In 1957 and again in 1965, Sukarno, the first 

president of independent Indonesia, formed a 
committee to plan a future capital city on the island 
of Borneo, to be named Palangkaraya. The site, a 
small Dayak village, was located at the center of 
the Indonesian archipelago, in an earthquake-free 
zone, whereas Jakarta signified for many Java’s ex-
ploitation of other islands. But Sukarno’s aspira-
tion was never fulfilled.

By the end of the 1950s, after securing funds 
from the United States and the Soviet Union, as 
well as a war reparations grant from Japan, he 
put aside his Palangkaraya dream and instead 
launched construction of a series of monumental 
structures designed to make over Jakarta as a new 
“exemplary center” in time for hosting the 1962 
Asian Games. Sukarno wanted Indonesia to be 
seen as modern now, not later. After hosting the 
1955 Bandung Conference of Asian and African 
nations, he decided to “build up Jakarta as beauti-
fully as possible . . . as spectacularly as possible” so 
that it would be “an inspiration and beacon to the 
whole of struggling mankind.”

Sukarno’s plan was part of a nation-building 
project. It embodied the dream of a new future in 
a country devastated by years of colonial occupa-
tion, war, and revolution. It expressed determina-
tion to overcome the colonial past, but it was also 
a response to the immediate political environment 
of the early independence period, in which Jakarta 
had become an arena of conflict between commu-
nists, Islamic groups, and the US-backed military.

Sukarno’s reconstruction of Jakarta thus was an 
attempt to quell turmoil in the realm in the con-
text of decolonization. But unlike the eighteenth-
century restoration of Pakubuwana’s kingdom, the 
refashioning of Jakarta was meant to be revolu-
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tionary. The city was conceived as the site for both 
the symbolic construction of the nation and the 
enactment of Third World liberation.

Sukarno believed that architecture was capable 
of revolutionizing culture. The state also intended 
the spectacle of a new exemplary center to legiti-
mize its power. Yet despite the effort to rebuild Ja-
karta as a beacon of modernity, inflation, poverty, 
and unplanned urbanization reached alarming 
levels by the time Sukarno was forced to resign in 
1966.

MARKETING FANTASIES
In the 1980s, proposals emerged to move the 

capital city to Jonggol, a subdistrict of Bogor Re-
gency in West Java, 40 kilometers from Jakarta. 
Suharto (who held power from 1966 to 1998) had 
dispatched his sons to work with private devel-
opers to acquire or grab some 30,000 hectares of 
land for building new towns in the area. He sought 
opportunities for expanding political patronage at 
the frontier.

By the mid-1990s, Jakarta 
was showing signs of environ-
mental crisis. It was nicknamed 
“the project city” in a nod to 
development driven by profit-
making calculations. Class dis-
parity was increasingly visible 
in the cityscape. Devastating 
floods and paralyzing daily traffic jams contribut-
ed to the deepening sense of trouble in the realm, 
compounded by negative media coverage empha-
sizing crime and disorder. 

This atmosphere of uncertainty and fear suited 
Suharto’s military regime. Public and private se-
curity measures multiplied. Businesses and new 
towns favored gates, security guards, and local pre-
man (thugs). This security boom came in tandem 
with the privatization of urban space.

Over time, these patterns of exploitative urban 
development and environmental crisis have prolif-
erated. Social unrest has also become more evident. 
There is no easy fix for Jakarta—it is probably too 
late. But it is still possible to squeeze every remain-
ing opportunity, extracting profit from disaster.

The best indication of this is how the real-estate 
industry markets developments in greater Jakarta. 
Since the 2000s, advertising themes have been 
organized around the idea that Jakarta is deterio-
rating, and the only recourse is to “escape” from 
the city to privately run garden estates on the out-
skirts. They promise self-contained, gated new 

towns or “superblocks” built on elevated ground 
to avoid flooding.

This is not primarily about excluding the under-
class (who can enter the enclaves as workers and 
service providers), but rather about creating an il-
lusion of distance from environmental disaster. Su-
perblocks are touted as having all the required fa-
cilities for upper-middle-class working and living, 
so residents will hardly need to leave the complex 
and confront the problems of the sinking city. In 
more extreme cases, this “anti-Jakarta” tendency 
takes the form of land reclamation projects off the 
coast, or visions of moving the capital elsewhere.

By the time of Yudhoyono’s presidency, it was 
clear that Jakarta had gone terribly wrong. With 
no real improvement on the horizon, the only easy 
way out was to imagine, once again, an escape from 
the city. Toward the end of 2010, he declared that 
the seat of government should be moved so that 
it could become “the real capital, the real govern-
ment center, like Canberra, Brasilia, and Ankara.”

A team of experts was convened to explore 
the idea of moving the capital. 
Andrinof Chaniago, the most 
outspoken member (he later 
became the head of Bappenas 
during Jokowi’s presidency), 
said Jakarta was carrying “too 
heavy a burden.” The team’s 
plan, Vision Indonesia 2033, 

strongly favored moving the capital to Kaliman-
tan, a region considered relatively underdevel-
oped, though it has been degraded by resource 
exploitation. There, a “new epicentrum” could be 
built, which would help Kalimantan catch up with 
other regions.

GAMING THE GAP
Supporters of moving the capital city have 

pointed out that because Jakarta was built by the 
Dutch, it never had a visionary and comprehensive 
urban development plan. Indeed, Dutch colonial-
ism produced a fragmented spatial organization 
with no planning processes to guide urbanization.

Yet the truth about Jakarta is that it has no 
lack of government policies to regulate its land, 
traffic, and rivers. The problem is that they have 
not always been implemented as planned. For in-
stance, during Suharto’s era, there was an Urban 
Master Plan for long-term growth, an Urban Re-
gional Section Plan for medium-term expansion, 
and Detailed Plans to control development at a 
local, block-by-block level. Permits were required 
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Will Jakarta be 
abandoned and left 

to deteriorate and sink?
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for projects associated with each of those levels, 
but the regulations were often ignored, bargained 
over, or manipulated.

This gap between policy and implementation 
was not unintended. The loopholes in regulations 
and flexibility in practices were designed to allow 
transactions that would yield extra benefits for 
insiders. The gap also gave rise to a form of bro-
kerage based on local norms and informal institu-
tional networks that connect government officials, 
business groups, and military personnel with lo-
cal leaders, land brokers, and thugs. Policy imple-
mentation is structured by these practices of infor-
mality. Over time, they became a way of working, 
a “tradition” that constitutes the politics of urban 
development.

The association of Jakarta with weak govern-
ment or lack of planning thus is inaccurate. Law 
enforcement may be inadequate, but this doesn’t 
mean that the city lacks the capacity to govern. 
The lack of planning can be understood as an art 
of governing, for it ensures the operation of infor-
mality. This form of statecraft 
enforces a regulation only 
when it is deemed necessary 
by a consensus of the informal 
network.

By the end of Suharto’s rule, 
that tradition of urban man-
agement had been well es-
tablished. The hierarchy of power was sustained 
by a structure of implementation that evolved 
informally among the government, the military, 
businesses, and other official and unofficial local 
players. The fortunes of Jakarta’s commoners are 
shaped within these multiple layers of agency.

This tradition works to “harmonize” different 
social groups, ensuring mutual support and shared 
benefits without jeopardizing the authority of the 
government. And in many cases, it also helps civic 
organizations and commoners operate in the city. 
The urban poor are occasionally accommodated 
by the gap between policy and implementation: 
it allows low-income groups to develop their own 
capacity to build their residential areas incremen-
tally and informally, as long as they don’t under-
mine the interests of the ruling elites. The kam-
pung dwellers are left to manage their resources 
and built environment with very little help from 
the government.

Determining who benefits most from the lack 
of planning (or from “policy failure”) requires a 
case-by-case analysis. During the Suharto era, the 

National Land Agency eased the permit process to 
stimulate the real estate industry. Major develop-
ers secured large tracts of land for speculative ur-
ban and suburban development. 

The conversion of peri-urban land changes rural 
livelihoods and encourages young people to seek 
work and opportunities in the cities. Jakarta still 
attracts many, despite attempts to limit migrants. 
But few have developed an emotional attachment 
that is strong enough to constitute a sense of be-
longing to this speculative city, where all players 
create roles for themselves and the powerful have 
great advantages.

As soon as Jokowi moved to Jakarta in 2012 to 
serve as governor, he observed: 

Jakarta is a city that is both powerful and pain-
ful . . . all the progress in the nation can be seen 
here. National politics is here. Technologies be-
gin here. New lifestyles developed here. Hedo-
nism triumphs here. Big businesses proliferate 
here. And poverty also reproduces very well here.

In May 2019 Bappenas announced that Jokowi’s 
administration was “longing 
for Indonesia to have an ideal 
city that fits with the category 
of most liveable city. That is 
the capital city we are imag-
ining.” This is a yearning for 
a new “exemplary center”—
one that presumably would be 

defined by its contrast with Jakarta.

NEW URBAN POLITICS
Jakarta never had its own formal political life. 

The city government has always been subsumed 
under the national administration (recalling the 
status of Batavia under the authority of the colo-
nial state, even after the municipal government 
was established in 1900). And unlike other Indo-
nesian cities, which have two tiers of government 
at the provincial and city levels, Jakarta has the 
status of a province, with one elected governor to 
oversee the city’s five territories and one district, 
each of which is managed by a mayor appointed 
by the governor.

The central government’s rationale for not hold-
ing direct elections for the mayors is to prevent 
local politics from destabilizing the capital city. 
The implication of this arrangement is that local 
concerns are largely unheard, or are given lower 
priority by the governor. Consequently, Jakarta’s 
electoral politics is more relevant for national 
elites than for the inhabitants of the city.

Patterns of exploitative urban 
development and environmental 

crisis have proliferated.
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However, popular politics has caught on since 
the collapse of Suharto’s dictatorship in 1998. The 
experience of Lieutenant General Sutiyoso as gov-
ernor of Jakarta signaled the opening of this new 
chapter. When he was in office under Suharto, he 
saw his job as simply following the orders of the 
president who had appointed him. But soon after 
Suharto stepped down, Sutiyoso was shocked by 
street protests that erupted almost every day. He 
was perhaps the most embattled governor in Ja-
karta’s history.

A regional government law enacted in 2004 pro-
vides for the direct election of the governor. Now 
politicians can succeed only by winning popular 
support. This shift from presidential appointment 
to direct election has made it possible for someone 
with no political base among the national ruling 
elites to become governor.

Jokowi (before he became president) and his 
former deputy, Basuki Tjahaja Purnama (known 
as Ahok), were good illustrative examples. Their 
political style was populist, and their urban man-
agement approach was organized around issues of 
social tension and environmental degradation. 

To win the heart of the rakyat (the ordinary, rel-
atively poor people), Jokowi and Ahok promised 
cards that would provide access to the health and 
education systems. They pledged to build low-cost 
apartments and promoted a slum improvement 
program. They criticized the gap between City 
Hall and the people, and they found a way to com-
municate with the urban poor. In the 2007 guber-
natorial election, their populist approach was suc-
cessful due in large measure to the contrast they 
made with the incumbent governor, Fauzi Bowo, 
who symbolized the elite establishment.

When Ahok assumed the governorship upon 
Jokowi’s ascent to the presidency in 2014, the two 
sought to further undermine the old oligarchic 
tradition established in the Suharto era. The rul-
ing oligarchy combined large commercial interests 
with state power in a system of interlocking for-
mal and informal relations. Jokowi asserted that 
these arrangements had produced only a culture of 
“corruption, intolerance of difference, greed, self-
ishness, legal violations, and opportunism.” Dur-
ing his 2014 campaign, Jokowi called for a “men-
tal revolution” against this system. He pushed for 
reforms to create a more accountable bureaucracy 
as a basis for carrying out their populist agenda.

The rise of Jokowi and Ahok in Jakarta showed 
that the majority of voters desired radical change. 
They were fed up with perennial problems such 

as flooding, traffic congestion, and inequality. For 
them, such urban ills were more important than 
issues of ethnic and religious identity. But that 
soon changed.

THE FALL OF AHOK
If he had not been Jokowi’s deputy, it is unlikely 

that Ahok could have won the governorship on his 
own. His rise and fall illustrates the peculiar posi-
tion of the ethnic Chinese minority in the history 
of Jakarta—and Indonesia. 

Indonesia’s ethnic Chinese have long been con-
sidered “not national enough,” due in no small 
measure to the legacy of colonial policies that en-
dorsed racism and discrimination. Categories that 
separated ethnic Chinese (known then as “foreign 
orientals”) from the indigenous population were 
institutionalized by the colonial regime, and lived 
on under the discriminatory “assimilation” policy 
of the postcolonial state. Suharto’s regime perpet-
uated an idea of the Chinese as the ethnic other 
who controlled the nation’s economy, despite the 
fact that many are extremely poor.

Such stereotypes resulted in a long history of 
violence against the ethnic Chinese, starting with 
the 1740 Batavia massacre. The minority never-
theless played a major role in Jakarta’s urban de-
velopment. Its members paid for the construction 
of Batavia’s City Hall, built the city’s wall, dug its 
first canals, and in modern-day Jakarta developed 
many megaprojects, often in collaboration with 
Indonesian political elites. Their contribution to 
the city was both accepted and resented. While 
some were economically powerful, all but the con-
nected few were political pariahs.

As the first ethnic Chinese and Christian gover-
nor of Jakarta in decades, Ahok drew controversy. 
Being an outsider, he cared little for the old bureau-
cracy. He brought an image of clean, disciplined, 
and efficient governance to City Hall. His record of 
bureaucratic reform and urban development won 
him support from voters. Yet by undoing tradition, 
he also created many enemies. Resistance from the 
old forces took various forms, such as rejection or 
slow consideration of his budget plans.

Faced with this obstruction, Ahok looked for 
other sources of revenue that did not require ap-
proval from the city council. He negotiated with 
business groups, as his predecessors had done, but 
he openly pressured them to provide more funds 
that could be used to finance infrastructure such 
as roads, parks, and low-cost apartments. This 
brought him into disfavor with business leaders 
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and those who were comfortable with the old way 
of operating the city. 

Meanwhile, his campaign of urban transforma-
tion forced kampung residents to register with the 
government for benefits, disregarding their tradi-
tion of autonomy and anonymity. His administra-
tion carried out mass evictions in flood-prevention 
operations, contradicting the pro-poor populist 
approach that had brought Jokowi and Ahok to 
power. He also undercut the influence of indepen-
dent preman brokers by reorganizing marketplaces 
for street vendors.

To stop him (and weaken Jokowi’s presidency), 
his political enemies targeted Ahok’s Christian-
Chinese background. The rise of China has raised 
the specter of Chinese domination in Indonesia. 
In the lead-up to the 2017 Jakarta election, Ahok’s 
Islamist opponents mounted a series of mass dem-
onstrations, denouncing him as an enemy of Is-
lam. He was charged by prosecutors with blasphe-
my, and ultimately convicted and sentenced to two 
years in prison.

The fall of Ahok marked the rise of Islamic 
identity politics. Suppressed under Suharto’s re-
gime, Islamic groups have now entered the main-
stream politics of the city and the nation. Their 
opposition to Ahok led them to unite in a move-
ment called Alumni 212, becoming a major force 
behind antigovernment rallies. But they lost co-
hesiveness after Ahok’s fall; their orientations and 
activities remain diverse and often depend on the 
political parties they can latch onto in a coalition.

Confronted by this challenge, Jokowi worked to 
win over major Islamic leaders and their organiza-
tions. He visited many Islamic boarding schools 
and chose the head of Indonesian Ulema Coun-
cil, the country’s largest Islamic organization, as 
his running mate for the 2019 election. By aban-
doning Ahok and co-opting the Islamists, Jokowi 
managed to stay in power.

YEARNING FOR UTOPIA
In the mid-1950s, the author Pramoedya An-

anta Toer wrote, “The wind blows through the 
provinces whispering that one cannot be fully In-
donesian until one has seen Jakarta.” Toer’s tales 
depicted Jakarta as a wheel of fortune, a city of 
migrants where no one seems at home. 

Jakarta is still a center of opportunities for so-
cial, economic, and political advancement. Yet it 
lacks a common sense of belonging around which 

an urban identity and a civic politics could be orga-
nized. This is due in no small measure to its colo-
nial history of neglect, division, and exploitation, 
along with the web of power relations established 
in the last three decades of the twentieth century 
under the ruling oligarchy of Suharto’s New Order.

This tradition of power is not easy to dismantle; 
it implicates every level of society, and it grows 
by incorporating new technology and practices. 
There have been attempts at reform. Jokowi and 
Ahok sought to establish an accountable bureau-
cracy and formalize civic and economic relations. 
However, undoing the old system also entails up-
rooting local communities whose livelihoods have 
become entangled with the informal power net-
works.

The environmental crisis and the unsustainabil-
ity of urban development in Jakarta are motiva-
tions for the latest plans to relocate the capital, but 
the desire to root out the unjust tradition of power 
plays an equally major role. However noble, such 
impulses hardly justify a move that would require 
vast investment and the opening of a new frontier 
for yet more exploitation.

Will Jakarta be abandoned and left to deterio-
rate and sink? Fears over the city’s gradual subsid-
ence have long been appropriated by property de-
velopers who see disaster as a brand for promoting 
their schemes with contrasting visions of urban 
utopias: “superblocks” outside the city or on re-
claimed land where everything is contained in an 
exclusive built environment, safe from the threat 
of flooding, the unruliness of Jakarta’s streets, the 
traffic, the pollution, and the general sense of de-
terioration. Dystopian Jakarta provides opportuni-
ties for marketing yet another “future city” some-
where else.

Supporters of relocating the capital are confi-
dent that Jakarta would prosper once relieved of 
the burden of being the seat of government. They 
promise that Jakarta will be like New York, where 
property values never fail to rise—that it will be in 
a strong position to compete with Kuala Lumpur, 
Bangkok, and Singapore as a regional financial 
center. They have faith that the invisible hand of 
the market will not only save Jakarta from sink-
ing, but also fulfill its potential as a city of capital. 
Meanwhile, the memory and current reality of the 
“turmoil in the realm” lurk behind the yearning 
for a new exemplary center—one that could be 
planned and appreciated from a safe distance. ■
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PERSPECTIVE

Gay Marriage in Taiwan and 
The Struggle for Recognition

HOWARD CHIANG

241

On May 17, 2019, Taiwan became the first 
country in Asia (and the twenty-ninth in 
the world) to legalize same-sex marriage. 

This milestone offers an occasion to reflect on the 
stakes of Taiwan’s sovereignty. Conversely, the 
question of Taiwan’s status has implications for 
debates on gender and sexuality.

Is Taiwan Chinese or simply Taiwanese? And 
why does it matter? Internationally, the tensions 
surrounding these questions have only accumulat-
ed since Taiwan lost its seat in the United Nations 
to the People’s Republic of China (PRC) in 1971. 
Domestically, they continue to divide the country 
across socio-demographic lines. 

The chain of events that led to Taiwan’s break-
through began when the gay rights activist Chi 
Chia-wei tried to register a marriage with his 
same-sex partner but was rejected in 2013. Chi 
subsequently appealed to the Taipei City Govern-
ment’s Department of Civil Affairs, which referred 
the case to the Constitutional Court. The court 
ruled in May 2017 that the statutory ban on same-
sex marriage in the Civil Code was “in violation of 
both the people’s freedom of marriage as protected 
by Article 22 and the people’s right to equality as 
guaranteed by Article 7 of the Constitution.” 

This was a momentous development that drew 
international attention. But in their reporting on 
the ruling, foreign news media struggled to find 
the right word to describe Taiwan. If they wanted 
to play it safe, they opted for something vague like 
“island” or “place.” Rarely were reporters so bold 
as to call Taiwan a “nation” or “country.”

The court gave the Legislative Yuan two years 
to enforce the constitutional ruling. This led to 
the drafting of the legalization bill, which was 
published by the Executive Yuan on February 20, 
2019, and approved in a 66–27 vote (with 20 ab-
stentions) by the Legislative Yuan on May 17.

In their reports on the landmark vote, most for-
eign news outlets again avoided identifying Tai-
wan as a nation-state. With a few exceptions, they 
referred to this historic turning point simply as a 
“first in Asia.” While the Taiwanese government 
has finally taken an important step to embrace di-
versity, the rest of the world seems to be content 
with staying in the closet.

For Taiwan, this international ambivalence 
over what to call it is an existential matter. Tai-
wan’s presence continues to be overshadowed by 
a neighboring economic superpower that is de-
termined to dominate it—and demands that the 
world recognize its claim to ownership. And this 
pressure from China does not stop with journal-
ism: academia and even the arts are not spared.

TOPSY-TURVY
Just a month before the vote for marriage equal-

ity made headlines worldwide this May, mainland 
Chinese students at the London School of Eco-
nomics demonstrated against a sculpture newly 
installed on campus, Mark Wallinger’s The World 
Turned Upside Down. The protesters denounced 
the inverted globe’s depiction of Taiwan as an in-
dependent nation (as well as its rendering of Ti-
bet and the Sino-Indian border) as an insult to the 
PRC’s territorial rights. 

The university initially caved in to the Chinese 
students’ demands and announced its intention 
to alter the sculpture by making Taiwan the same 
color as China on the globe. Following a string of 
counterprotests, including an open letter sent by 
Taiwan’s foreign minister, Joseph Wu, the admin-
istration ultimately resolved the issue by simply 
adding an asterisk to Taiwan.

Imagine if the sculpture captured something 
more meaningful—let’s say by shading the world 
map according to the level of human rights protec-
tion. That would really turn the protesters’ world 
upside down.

Human rights can be a tricky topic to bring up 
in the East Asian context. This is especially so 
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when the discussion centers on gender and sexual 
injustice. In the academic world, some scholars 
have argued against judging Asia according to the 
Western liberal values promoted by international 
human rights groups. Columbia University pro-
fessor Joseph Massad, for example, has chastised 
such nongovernmental organizations for acting 
as agents of cultural imperialism by attempting to 
impose the Western notion of homosexuality on 
the rest of the world. For all of Massad’s subtlety, 
his argument sounds strikingly similar to the ho-
mophobia underpinning the “Asian values” dis-
course, a political ideology forged by some region-
al leaders in the 1990s, such as Malaysian Prime 
Minister Mahathir Mohamed. They insisted that 
certain cultural traits (collectivism, for example) 
are common to Southeast and East Asian nations.

What happened in May, however, shows that a 
democratic government like Taiwan’s can make a 
breakthrough for human rights in the region, re-
gardless of how it is perceived internationally. And 
this campaign was driven by local activism, not 
international NGOs. In contrast, 
after all the pressure it has ex-
erted on the world to reject Tai-
wan’s claims to independence, 
the Chinese Communist Party 
has only made itself look even 
worse on human rights by com-
parison, now that Taiwan’s shift 
on gay rights has garnered international praise.

OPPOSITION COALITIONS
The plot thickens, though, once we look be-

neath Taiwan’s global status. By no means are all 
Taiwanese content with the new marriage dispen-
sation. Since the 2017 Constitutional Court rul-
ing, conservative religious (especially Christian) 
groups in Taiwan have formed several coalitions 
to oppose same-sex marriage. The largest of them 
is called the Coalition for the Happiness of Our 
Next Generation. In February 2018, it proposed 
holding a referendum on the marriage question. 
In the short span of six months, the Coalition 
and pro–gay marriage campaigners each collected 
over 600,000 signatures—vetted and approved by 
the Central Election Commission—clearing the 
threshold to submit their proposals to voters.

In the November 24 referendum, voters ap-
proved the Coalition’s three initiatives, while re-
jecting the two pro-LGBT proposals. These were 
only symbolic results, however: the government 
had announced one week before the vote that re-

gardless of the outcome, the constitutional ruling 
would still go into effect in May 2019. Yet as the 
referendum results attest, dissenting voices reign 
in many corners of the country.

And not all pro-LGBT groups consider the mar-
riage equality movement a worthy cause. The most 
vociferous queer-friendly critics of same-sex mar-
riage are the group of leftist intellectuals associ-
ated with the Center for the Study of Sexualities at 
National Central University. Long known for their 
radical Marxist outlook, these thinkers criticize 
the mainstream gay marriage movement for what 
they call its exclusionary blind spot.

Instead of simply extending heterosexual privi-
leges to same-sex couples, they urge a fundamen-
tal transformation of the institution of marriage 
and the definition of kinship. Such meaningful re-
distributive justice can only be accomplished, they 
argue, when economic and social disparities are 
addressed. One of their strongest grassroots sup-
porters is the Gender/Sexuality Rights Association 
Taiwan, which marched to oppose the marriage 

institution in the 2012 Taipei 
Pride parade. Other sympathet-
ic allies include Internet forums 
such as Coolloud and the New 
International.

Despite its incisive critique 
of Taiwanese society, this circle 
of leftist activists has its own 

blind spot. They routinely fail to envision a pro-
gram of sexual emancipation that addresses social 
inequality in countries with socialist governments, 
including China. This implies a highly selective 
deployment of their queer Marxism.

Meanwhile, their critics point out that the legal-
ization of gay marriage can be viewed in more en-
couraging terms. Instead of co-opting gay people 
into a straight institution, the legal recognition of 
same-sex unions provides an opportunity to undo 
the traditional meaning and heterosexist baggage 
of marriage. A queering of the cultural status of 
marriage can redefine the nature of its regulation 
of human intimacy. And the fight for economic and 
material justice does not automatically preclude 
the social transformation of sexual citizenship.

ENTANGLED FATES
Just two weeks after same-sex marriage became 

legal in Taiwan, residents of Hong Kong took to the 
streets to protest an extradition bill that the Hong 
Kong government was trying to ram through. The 
number of protesters climbed from 1 million on 

Geopolitical factors 
intersect with 

sexual oppression.
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June 9 to over 2 million on June 15. The protest-
ers feared that the extradition bill would expose 
residents to the mainland’s criminal-justice system 
and further erode Hong Kong’s civil liberties and 
autonomy. Even as the legalization of gay marriage 
in Taiwan was heralded as progress, the situation 
in Hong Kong grew increasingly dire.

This occurred right in the middle of Pride Month, 
which is observed every June in commemoration 
of the 1969 Stonewall Riots against a police raid 
on a gay bar in New York City, and to celebrate the 
modest progress toward LGBT equality all over the 
world. This year holds special significance, since it 
marks the fiftieth anniversary of Stonewall. 

The histories of Hong Kong and Taiwan and the 
history of homophobia are not easily comparable, 

nor should they be; they have always evolved un-
evenly. But their mutual refraction offers a valu-
able lesson: it shows that the interwoven fabrics 
of political hegemony call for multidirectional 
struggles for minoritarian recognition. We must 
entertain the comparative bargains of political 
resistance. The celebration of pride builds on a 
shameful past; the promising progress Taiwan has 
made sits side by side with the gloomy uncertainty 
hanging over Hong Kong’s future. When we begin 
to think about the way geopolitical factors inter-
sect with sexual oppression, we might be able to 
start treating May 2019 as marking the inception, 
rather than the destination, of a new mode of co-
alition politics and solidarity demanded by the 
twenty-first century. ■
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The Japanese term ikigai has become some-
thing of a buzzword in the growing cultur-
al lexicon for living a full and meaningful 

life. While its simple translation as “that which 
makes life meaningful” or “one’s purpose in life” 
may be seductively elegant in itself, over the past 
decade medical researchers have started probing 
ikigai’s effects on our physi-
cal health and longevity. 
Their evidence seems to sug-
gest that ikigai is not just 
a mystical path to happi-
ness—a finding that might 
give weight to more creative, 
holistic, community-based “social prescriptions.” 
Perhaps what we need to live well is purpose, not 
pills.

Purpose and meaning in life, however, can be 
slippery. They change over the course of a lifetime 
as we are influenced by new people and environ-
ments and realize new capacities or vulnerabilities 
within ourselves. And for many, the demands of 
work and family seem to offer few guides and few-
er moments to contemplate the “good life.”

From the standpoint of our complicated lives, 
we might tend to assume that older people, who 
treaded the path before us, would have more an-
swers to existential questions about what matters 
most and how to find ikigai. Indeed, gerontologists 
know that older people tend to report more posi-
tive emotions and even better health than younger 
cohorts. Yet, interestingly, this is less often the case 
in Japan, the birthplace of the ikigai concept.

Older Japanese people have more negative emo-
tions in later life; their suicide rate is the highest of 
any age cohort. And it is not just the elderly who 
are unhappy: the 2019 World Happiness Report 
ranks Japan 58th, or the fifth least happy country 
among the wealthy members of the Organization 
for Economic Cooperation and Development (de-
spite ranking second in healthy life expectancy). 
How can we resolve this seeming contradiction 

between the cultural value of ikigai and the dearth 
of happiness in Japan today?

Ikigai, it seems, is more complicated than it first 
appears. Not only does it bring up questions about 
the relations among meaning, purpose, and hap-
piness throughout life, but it also compels us to 
reflect on cultural and individual diversity in what 

those concepts mean. These 
are questions of crucial im-
portance for the future of 
Japan’s aging society, and the 
place where Iza Kavedžija’s 
Making Meaningful Lives: 
Tales from an Aging Japan 

stands to make its biggest impact. Kavedžija, a lec-
turer in anthropology at the University of Exeter, 
previously explored questions of the “good life” 
more broadly in a volume she co-edited, Values of 
Happiness: Toward an Anthropology of Purpose in 
Life.

In her new book, Kavedžija’s rich ethnographic 
descriptions transport us to an Osaka neighbor-
hood she calls Shimoichi, to meet older residents 
whose stories reveal the everyday worries and 
comforts that give weight and texture to nebulous 
notions of ikigai. For the inhabitants of Shimoi-
chi, ikigai rarely coalesces in a particular project 
or narrative, let alone a goal or vision to work to-
ward. Rather, ikigai emerges as an attitude or dis-
position, shimmering between people in simple 
acts of care and the small stories shared over a cup 
of tea.

One of Kavedžija’s most provocative specula-
tions is posed in the first line of the book: “Must 
an anthropology about the elderly be about ag-
ing?” The way she approaches this question is to 
think about older people not merely as individuals 
who have wrapped up their narrative identities and 
spend their days recalling the past, but as people 
who are actively “crafting their own stories of life 
well lived” in ways that reveal ongoing vitality and 
creativity. In contrast to public discourses and in-
stitutional structures that frame Japan’s super-aged 
society in terms of decline and dependence, the 
lives of the older residents of Shimoichi revolve 
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around caring and being cared for in ways that gen-
erate connection, belonging, and conviviality.

A PLACE TO BELONG
Shimoichi, and more specifically the local non-

governmental organization that Kavedžija calls 
“Fureai” and the neighborhood salon it runs there, 
is the nucleus around which the older men and 
women spin their stories, anchoring them to a 
sense of place and social engagement outside of 
family and formal care settings. The salon is an 
ibasho, or a place where one belongs, situated in a 
shopping arcade. Its open doors invite the public 
to freely enter the space, even as it serves as a stag-
ing ground for the salon members to go out into 
the community as volunteer helpers.

Everything about the salon, from its location 
to its relations with public administrative bodies, 
seems to reflect the ambiguity that underlies soci-
ality among older people in Shimoichi. Ambigu-
ity can be accommodating and flexible, but it also 
dilutes the power of the group to form strong ties 
or engage in the sorts of moral 
or political projects associated 
with other kinds of Japanese 
organizations, such as unions, 
social care cooperatives, and 
activist groups. The very term 
ibasho indicates a cultural re-
sponse to social alienation, but 
one that keeps a distance from formal institutions 
or histories; it is a place where new relationships 
and selves can be imagined freely with others.

The strength of the ibasho is its capacity for 
striking a balance between sociality and freedom, 
watchful concern and privacy, intimacy and inde-
pendence. This balance and ambiguity make up a 
much more captivating picture of the lively plu-
rality of everyday neighborhood life than stereo-
typical images of Japanese collectivist discipline. 
In Shimoichi, obligations and debts are kept small 
and distributed among the group, so no one is left 
out but neither is anyone a burden.

Kavedžija shows this balancing act most clear-
ly through her descriptions of how members go 
about “doing things properly” (chanto suru): care 
for others is expressed by taking care with one’s 
own words and actions. The practice of cultivating 
a caring disposition takes place not only in the ob-
vious work of helping the vulnerable, but also in 
the practice of taking up new hobbies, eating well, 
or sharing information about local social events. If 
we understand “doing things properly” as an ex-

pression suggesting seamless continuity between 
social harmony and personal well-being, then we 
begin to understand a whole range of behaviors, 
from the highly ritualized to the seemingly frivo-
lous, as ways of taking responsibility for the main-
tenance of an ibasho where ikigai can flourish.

THE MOMENTS THAT MATTER
As Kavedžija introduces us to more of the indi-

viduals who frequent the salon, she gradually shifts 
her focus to the life histories of older Shimoichi 
residents. Rather than attempt to place their stories 
into a typology, she lets them speak for themselves, 
revealing diversity not only of experiences but also 
of narrative styles. Most of these stories are brief, 
but each reflects a different way of organizing the 
things that mattered in life into some meaningful 
sequence, forming a “narrative identity.”

These accounts help us to appreciate that 
achieving one’s goals or fulfilling normative so-
cial roles does not necessarily lead to ikigai. In-
stead, meaning asserts itself most forcefully in 

points of divergence from cul-
tural models, the twists and 
turns that make each person’s 
life uniquely valuable. Shimoi-
chi residents talk about their 
lives as a combination of both 
thoughtful planning and unex-
pected circumstances. If there 

is a single thread that ties them together, it is care: 
no one makes their own meaning in solitude, and 
even when caring for others was difficult, it still 
emerges within the narrative as an event that pro-
vided meaning.

Care is also the concept that Kavedžija uses to 
bring together the sociality of the ibasho, on the 
one hand, and the individual narrative identities 
on the other. As an “attitude of orienting people 
toward others” that “overlaps with meaning,” care 
is a vital part of each person’s ikigai, even as it 
takes varied shapes. The mutual care of the Fureai 
salon provides a place to extend the self and iki-
gai in ways that are consistent with social values 
while providing some sense of security and social 
support. Although Kavedžija does not mention so-
ciologist Mark Granovetter’s foundational work on 
the “strength of weak ties,” the Shimoichi commu-
nity would no doubt provide a model case of how 
loose but extensive networks have more impact 
than we typically give them credit for.

What, then, should we make of all the unhap-
piness among older people in Japan? Even though 
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Kavedžija makes it clear that for Shimoichi resi-
dents, happiness is just one element of ikigai, she 
is also aware that the hospitable setting and the 
most active members who feature in the book’s 
core stories slant her narrative toward the positive 
side of aging. If the purpose of this book were to 
critique the failures of Japan’s welfare or pension 
system, or to recount tales of weary caregivers 
looking after the frail and disabled elderly, Fureai 
and the salon would indeed seem an odd choice 
for a case study.

While Kavedžija is aware of such issues, and of 
the more common approach of what Ruth Behar 
has called “anthropology that breaks your heart,” 

she has chosen instead to write an “anthropology 
of the good.” Her fluid storytelling exudes humil-
ity and respect; her interlocutors never appear as 
suffering victims, but show their age with dignity 
and zest. While some will be inspired by this fresh 
approach, others may find its insights limited to 
the fortunate elderly who have avoided the worst 
indignities of aging, or to neighborhoods well en-
dowed with resources and leaders. But if we want 
to look beyond familiar critiques and start to find 
models of care that make lives meaningful, we also 
need the stories of Shimoichi and places like it, 
where good lives quietly flourish and age does not 
eclipse ikigai. ■
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FOUR MONTHS IN REVIEW

INTERNATIONAL
European Union
May 26—In elections across all 28 EU member nations for the 

European Parliament, populist and Euroskeptic parties increase 
their share of seats to about 25%, up from about 20% in the 
2014 elections. Right-wing populists gain ground in Italy, 
Poland, and Hungary, where Euroskeptic parties are already in 
control, and in Britain, where the Brexit Party led by Nigel Farage 
takes over 31% of the vote. Parties on the left also increase their 
numbers in the EU’s only directly elected body, notably in Ger-
many, where the Greens win more than 20% of the vote.

Trade
May 10—Accusing Beijing of derailing negotiations on a bilateral 

trade agreement, US President Donald Trump raises tariffs from 
10% to 25% on $200 billion worth of imports from China. 
Trump suggests he is prepared to hike tariffs on nearly all other 
Chinese goods unless China accepts his terms. China sets retalia-
tory tariffs on $60 billion in US goods.

WikiLeaks
April 11—WikiLeaks founder Julian Assange is arrested by British 

police for jumping bail after he is evicted from the Ecuadoran 
embassy in London, which harbored him for nearly 7 years. US 
prosecutors in Virginia unseal an indictment charging Assange 
with conspiring with former US Army intelligence analyst Chel-
sea Manning to steal classified documents. Ecuador says it sus-
pended Assange’s citizenship after relations became strained over 
his behavior.

May 23—US prosecutors indict Assange on 17 counts of violating 
the Espionage Act for publishing classified military and diplo-
matic documents in 2010.

ALGERIA
April 2—Following weeks of mass protests that started in Febru-

ary, President Abdelaziz Bouteflika resigns. Bouteflika, 82, held 
office for 2 decades but has been incapacitated for several years. 
His resignation comes hours after the army chief of staff, Gen. 
Ahmed Gaid Salah, says he should be declared unfit and suggests 
he is surrounded by a corrupt inner circle. However, Bouteflika 
appoints an interim government led by loyalists, saying it will 
organize elections.

AUSTRALIA
May 18—After trailing in opinion polls, the center-right govern-

ing coalition led by Prime Minister Scott Morrison wins 77 
seats in the legislature, 1 more than needed to form a majority. 
Morrison is known for hardline conservative policies on immi-
gration and climate change. In 2018, he became the country’s 
5th prime minister in 5 years due to chronic infighting in his 
Liberal Party.

AUSTRIA
May 27—Chancellor Sebastian Kurz, of the conservative Austrian 

People’s Party, is ousted by a no-confidence vote in parliament. 
The vote follows the release of a secretly recorded video in which 
his coalition partner, Vice Chancellor Heinz-Christian Strache of 
the far-right Freedom Party, offers to secure state contracts for a 
woman claiming to be a niece of a Russian oligarch. 

CHINA
June 15—Carrie Lam, Hong Kong’s chief executive, yields to mass 

protests and indefinitely suspends a bill that would allow crimi-

nal suspects to be extradited to mainland China for trial. How-
ever, she does not withdraw the measure outright as demanded 
by the protesters, who see it as a grave threat to Hong Kong’s 
autonomy and civil liberties. Lam also faces criticism after police 
use tear gas and rubber bullets against protesters when some 
try to storm the Legislative Council building. Protests continue 
through July.

CZECH REPUBLIC
June 23—About 250,000 people join a protest in Prague calling for 

the resignation of Prime Minister Andrej Babiš over corruption 
allegations. The demonstrations are the nation’s largest in the 
postcommunist period.

EGYPT
April 23—Election authorities announce that 89% of voters in 

a 3-day referendum approved constitutional reforms that will 
allow President Abdel Fattah el-Sisi, who seized power in a 2013 
coup, to remain in office until 2030 with increased control over 
the judiciary and the legislature.

GREECE
July 7—The center-right New Democracy party wins an election 

with 40% of the vote and garners 158 seats in the 300-seat 
parliament, scoring a landslide victory over the ruling left-wing 
Syriza party, which takes 31%. New Democracy’s leader, Kyriakos 
Mitsotakis, the son of a former prime minister, will replace Prime 
Minister Alex Tsipras. In 2015, Tsipras came to power as a popu-
list determined to defy austerity policies imposed by Greece’s 
creditors—the EU and the International Monetary Fund—but 
then gave in to their demands. Despite a partial economic recov-
ery, unemployment remains above 18%.

INDIA
May 23—Official results are announced for elections for the Lok 

Sabha, the lower house of Parliament. Prime Minister Narendra 
Modi’s Hindu nationalist Bharatiya Janata Party wins over 37% of 
the vote, its highest share ever, and 303 of the 543 seats, up from 
the 282 it won in 2014. The opposition Congress party takes just 
52 seats. More than 600 million Indians cast ballots in a record-
setting turnout of 67%; voting took place in 7 phases from April 
11 to May 19.

INDONESIA
April 17—Voters go to the polls for a presidential election pitting 

incumbent Joko (Jokowi) Widodo against Prabowo Subianto 
(a former general and son-in-law of the late dictator Suharto), 
whom he defeated in the 2014 election.

May 20—Final results show Jokowi has won a 2nd term, taking 
55.5% of the vote, improving on his 2014 showing.

IRAN
April 8—Trump designates Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary Guard 

Corps as a foreign terrorist organization, clearing the way for 
economic sanctions on the military unit and other parties linked 
to it. It is the 1st time the US has imposed the designation on 
another country’s military.

June 13—Two oil tankers passing near Iran in the Gulf of Oman 
are disabled by explosions that US officials blame on Iran. Four 
tankers were attacked in the same waters in May.

June 20—Iran shoots down a high-altitude US surveillance drone 
that it says entered its airspace. Trump authorizes a retaliatory 
attack on Iranian military targets but then calls it off. He says the 
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next day that he canceled the strike after learning that 150 Irani-
ans could be killed, which he deems disproportionate.

July 19—Iranian gunboats capture a British oil tanker in the Strait 
of Hormuz, in apparent retaliation for Britain’s recent seizure 
near Gibraltar of an Iranian tanker suspected of violating an EU 
embargo on Syria.

ISRAEL
April 9—In parliamentary elections, Prime Minister Benjamin 

Netanyahu’s conservative Likkud party and the centrist Blue and 
White alliance led by former military chief of staff Benny Gantz 
each win 35 seats in the Knesset.

May 6—A truce reportedly brokered by Egypt halts the worst out-
break of violence between Israel and Palestinians in Gaza since a 
2014 war. Over 2 days, Palestinian militants fired 100s of rockets 
into southern Israel, killing 4 Israeli civilians. Israeli airstrikes left 
22 Palestinians dead, including militants and civilians.

May 30—Netanyahu announces that he has been unable to piece 
together a majority coalition after a dispute among smaller right-
wing parties over legislation to end military draft exemptions for 
Orthodox Jews. A new election is set for Sept. 17.

LIBYA
April 4—The Libyan National Army, a militia commanded by Gen. 

Khalifa Haftar that controls most of the country’s eastern terri-
tory, begins an offensive against forces loyal to the UN-backed 
Government of National Accord in Tripoli, the capital. The offen-
sive soon stalls but leads to 100s of civilian casualties. Libya has 
been consumed by factional power struggles since the overthrow 
of Muammar el-Qaddafi’s regime in 2011.

MEXICO
June 7—Trump announces that Mexico has agreed to take action to 

reduce the number of migrants crossing the country on their way 
to the US border. In return, he suspends his threats to impose 
tariffs on all Mexican exports to the US.

NORTH KOREA
June 30—Trump and North Korean ruler Kim Jong-un hold a meet-

ing in the Demilitarized Zone. Trump briefly steps into North 
Korea, becoming the 1st US president to do so. The 2 agree to 
resume negotiations over the North Korean nuclear program. 
The talks collapsed at the previous Trump-Kim summit in Hanoi, 
Vietnam, in February.

July 26—The South Korean government says North Korea tested a 
new type of short-range ballistic missile in violation of UN reso-
lutions. Another test follows on July 30.

RUSSIA
July 27—Riot police in Moscow arrest more than 1,300 participants 

in an unauthorized demonstration against election officials’ deci-
sion to bar opposition and independent candidates from a Sep-
tember city council election. Opposition leader Alexei Navalny is 
jailed for organizing the demonstration, 1 of the country’s largest 
in recent years. He suggests July 29 that he may have been poi-
soned in prison.

SOUTH AFRICA
May 8—In elections for the National Assembly, the ruling African 

National Congress (ANC) wins 58% percent of the vote, enough 
to retain power but its worst showing since apartheid ended in 
1994. The ANC has been tarnished by corruption and its failure 
to improve conditions for many poor blacks.

SPAIN
April 28—In the 3rd general election since 2015, the Socialist 

Party, led by incumbent Prime Minister Pedro Sanchez, wins 123 
seats in the 350-seat parliament. The newly formed far-right, 
anti-immigrant Vox party wins 24 seats with just over 10% of 
the vote. In July, lawmakers reject Sanchez’s bid to form a gov-

ernment after he fails to reach a coalition deal with the left-wing 
populist party Podemos.

SRI LANKA
April 21—More than 250 people are killed in a coordinated series 

of 8 bombings that include suicide attacks in Colombo, the 
capital, targeting 3 churches packed for Easter services and 3 
international hotels. The Islamic State claims responsibility for 
the attacks.

June 3—All 9 Muslim cabinet ministers and 2 Muslim governors 
resign in protest after a Buddhist monk and member of Parlia-
ment, Athuraliye Rathana, launches a hunger strike to demand 
the removal of 3 of the officials, whom he accuses of being linked 
to the Easter bombings.

SUDAN
April 11—President Omar Hassan al-Bashir is removed from office 

by the military following nearly 4 months of mass protests 
against his authoritarian rule. The military says it will stay in 
power for 2 years before holding elections. Bashir came to power 
in a 1989 military coup. In 2009 and 2010, the International 
Criminal Court issued warrants for his arrest for war crimes and 
genocide in Sudan’s Darfur region, but he was never taken into 
custody. He also oversaw the end of a civil war and the secession 
of South Sudan in 2011.

June 3—Security forces linked to the Darfur genocide attack a pro-
test camp in Khartoum, the capital, killing at least 128 people, 
accoding to a doctors’ group. Protest leaders reject a proposal by 
the military to hold elections in 9 months and vow to continue a 
civil disobedience campaign until the generals give up power.

July 5—Leaders of the protest movement announce that they have 
reached a power-sharing agreement with the military. The deal 
calls for elections in 3 years; in the interim, a general will run the 
country for the next 21 months, followed by a civilian leader for 
18 months, along with a ruling council split between the two sides.

TURKEY
May 6—The election council annuls a narrow victory for opposition 

candidate Ekrem Imamoglu in the March 31 vote for Istanbul 
mayor after President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan alleges fraud and 
demands a rerun.

June 23—Imamoglu wins the do-over election by a much larger 
margin. Erdoğan’s Islamist party loses control of Istanbul for the 
first time in 25 years.

UKRAINE
April 21—Volodymyr Zelenskiy, a comedian and political new-

comer, is elected president with 73% of the vote. The incumbent, 
Petro Poroshenko, takes just 24%. Zelenskiy, the country’s 1st 
Jewish leader, campaigned on an anticorruption platform.

UNITED KINGDOM
May 24—Prime Minister Theresa May announces that she will 

resign after repeatedly failing to win parliamentary approval for 
her agreement with the EU on the terms for Britain’s withdrawal 
from the bloc. In April, the EU agreed to extend the deadline for 
ratification to the end of October.

July 23—Boris Johnson, a former foreign secretary and mayor of 
London, and a vocal advocate of leaving the EU, is selected by 
Conservative Party members to replace May. He takes office the 
next day. Johnson vows to withdraw from the EU by the Oct. 31 
deadline, even without a deal.

VENEZUELA 
April 30—Opposition leader Juan Guaidó, in an appearance with 

a small number of troops at a military base in Caracas, calls for 
a popular uprising to remove President Nicolás Maduro from 
office. The apparent coup attempt fizzles despite expressions 
of support for Guaidó from the US and other countries in the 
region. ■
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