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1

C H A P T E R  1

Introduction
Debating Peace, Debating East Asia

Elin Bjarnegård and Joakim Kreutz

East Asia1 used to be the world’s deadliest battlefield. Indonesia, Korea 
and China were the battlegrounds of the three deadliest wars in human 
history, excluding WWII, and the more than 20 million deaths recorded 
in China’s Taiping Rebellion (1850–64) make this the most deadly civil 
war in history (Lacina and Gleditsch 2005). Moreover, these big wars 
were not unique, as three quarters of the states in the region were in-
volved in some international or internal armed conflicts between 1946 
and 1979. During this period, these conflicts caused some 80 per cent 
of battle deaths in the world, in addition to violent excesses such as the 
Great Leap Forward and the Cultural Revolution in China, genocide 
in Cambodia, and politicides in Indonesia and Myanmar (Krain 1997; 
Tønnesson, Melander, Bjarnegård, Svensson, & Schaftenaar 2012; 
Kivimäki 2014).

But then something happened. Figure 1.1 shows the dramatic decline 
in battle-related deaths from conflicts in East Asia during the 1970s. A less 
violent East Asia helped push the global number of battle deaths down, 
but what is remarkable is that East Asia became less violent both in abso-
lute terms and also relative to other regions. In the 1980s, the global share 
of battle deaths from East Asia decreased to around 6 per cent and further 
to only 3.5 per cent in the following two decades. In 2014, only Thailand, 
Myanmar and the Philippines were affected by low-level insurgencies, 
which combined caused less than 1,000 battle deaths – less than 1 per cent 

1. East Asia here includes Mongolia, China, the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea 
(DPRK, North Korea), the Republic of Korea (South Korea), Japan, Taiwan, the 
Philippines, Vietnam, Cambodia, Laos, Thailand, Myanmar, Malaysia, Singapore, 
Indonesia, Brunei Darussalam and Timor-Leste.
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2

of the global total (Pettersson & Wallensteen 2015). This sudden and 
visible shift in the large region known as East Asia has attracted attention, 
and the phenomenon has become known as the East Asian Peace.

For the last decade, the nature and causes of the East Asian Peace have 
been debated in conferences, reports, books and articles (early works in-
clude Ross 2003; Goldsmith 2007; Beeson 2007; Solingen 2007; Mack 
2009; Tønnesson 2009; Kivimäki 2010); a development encouraged by 
a cross-national and cross-disciplinary research programme hosted by 
Uppsala University in Sweden. This anthology builds on some of the 
debates that have taken place within this research programme, and its 
title, Debating the East Asian Peace, alludes to the fact that we focus more 
on presenting and evaluating a variety of themes in relation to each other 
rather than offering incomplete answers to a complex question.

While each chapter discusses processes and events in East Asia, the 
overall contribution includes insights to core general questions aimed 

Note: The graph uses best estimate and, when this is missing, the low estimate.
Sources: Lacina & Gleditsch, 2005 (for 1946–1988), UCDP 2016 (for 1989–2014).

Figure 1.1: Global estimates of annual battle-deaths from armed conflict, 1946–2014

0

Millions
1.2

1.0

0.8

0.6

0.6

0.6

Global total
East Asia

1950
1960

1970
1980

1990
2000

2010

Bjarnegaard-Kreutz_book.indd   2 12/04/2017   11:09



3

Introduction

toward understanding peace and conflict more generally. What is peace 
and how can it be studied? How can we characterize the East Asian 
Peace? What limits and conditions are associated with this peace? Can 
insights from East Asia explain overall regional trends of political vio-
lence? Does the way in which peace comes about affect the quality of 
that peace? Is the East Asian Peace under threat? If so, then why is this 
and where is the threat coming from?

Many questions invite many answers, particularly when scholars 
from different traditions or with different ontological and methodologi-
cal approaches engage them, and one another, on a common platform. 
By fostering such conversations, and by identifying both similarities and 
differences in existing research, we seek to advance the study of peace 
writ large and the understanding of contemporary domestic and inter-
national contentious politics in East Asia in particular. This book, which 
reflects the work of Uppsala University’s East Asian Peace Programme, 
does not demand consensus on these important issues. The research 
programme has focused on two overarching tasks: to explain how the 
East Asian Peace came about and to gauge its depth. One strategy for 
successfully accomplishing these tasks has been to encourage an in-
formed debate among researchers. This book seeks to bolster continued 
debate, to refine arguments and to generate increased attention to the in-
terlinkages as well as core disagreements between different approaches. 
Nuanced and inclusive debates are needed to deepen our understanding 
of such complex phenomena as regional peace.

Every chapter constitutes a freestanding and unique contribution, 
albeit one that engages explicitly with arguments developed in other 
chapters. The book’s aims are multifaceted and ambitious and all chap-
ters differ somewhat in disposition and methodology. What is consistent 
for all chapters, though, is the engagement with a theoretical argument 
explaining a particular definition of peace, an investigation or analysis 
of empirical material from East Asia and a concluding discussion about 
the prospects and challenges to the present stability in the region. In this 
way, each chapter contributes to a general academic debate, provides 
area studies knowledge and engages with current affairs. This introduc-
tion continues with a brief overview and background to the debate over 
the East Asian Peace, while also serving as a road map for the chapters 
that follow.
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Regional peace: the study of ‘peace’ in a ‘region’
The East Asian Peace was discovered as a regional pattern. While it is 
a well-established finding in the international relations literature that 
patterns of war and peace vary between regions (eg. Lemke 2002), 
some of the most prominent theories about peace focus explicitly on 
the regional level. In particular, this relates to the suggestion that peace-
ful interactions between states create so-called security communities 
in which the use of violence becomes unthinkable. It is unthinkable 
partly because there is an increased sense of community, constructed by 
common interests and increasing levels of trust (Deutsch, 1957). While 
there has been a conscious attempt to construct a security community 
in East Asia, this effort has met with many problems and it is disputed 
whether or not it has contributed to the regional peace itself (Acharya, 
2001; Kivimäki, 2001). The fact that a regional pattern exists might be 
a coincidence: it does not necessarily mean that a ‘regional peace’ came 
about in the same way everywhere, or that its manifestations are similar 
across the large East Asian region.

There are reasons for studying peace in a region, regardless of wheth-
er or not ‘region’ is an explanatory factor in itself. Buzan and Waever 
(2003) are among scholars who claim that, in general, a distinct middle 
level between state and global system is useful as a level of analysis. Such 
a regional focus can harness the wealth of knowledge generated by ‘area 
studies’ programmes around the world to statistical and comparative 
analyses. Case studies of individual states, or even individual conflicts, 
can be informed by or combined with comparisons between general 
trends in East Asia and the world, and vice versa. Both the state level and 
the global level should thus be included in analyses that focus on the re-
gion (Kuhonta, Slater and Vu, 2008). The region, however, becomes the 
hub of the analysis, to which conflict patterns and findings both from a 
national and global level are fruitfully compared. Regions are important 
in the analysis of international relations because they refer to the level 
where states are so close to one another that the security concerns of 
one may not be considered separate from those of the others (Buzan 
and Waever 2003).

When focusing on one region only (rather than having a global perspec-
tive), it could also be argued that many potential explanatory factors can 
be held constant. In studying East Asia (or Southeast Asia or Northeast 
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Asia, for that matter), we face a different situation: this region presents 
an unusually large variation on a number of factors that potentially could 
be important for explaining conflict levels, such as religious and ethnic 
diversity, regime types, state structures, processes of institutional reform, 
party systems and labour regimes (Kuhonta, Slater and Vu, 2008). This 
diversity can, of course, be employed methodologically so that East Asia 
can be seen as a natural laboratory where we look for common denomi-
nators in an otherwise diverse environment. Diversity in backgrounds 
and approaches becomes easier to handle if contributions at the very 
least address the same phenomenon. The phenomenon under scrutiny 
is undisputed in this book: the purpose of the debate is to increase our 
understanding of the phenomenon referred to as the East Asian Peace.

Studying peace
The majority of research intent on learning what creates peace in a 
country, a region or the world focuses on the factors that threaten or 
limit the peace. In the words of Geoffrey Blainey (1988: 3), ‘for every 
thousand pages published on the causes of wars there is less than one 
page directly on the causes of peace’. This observation can be expanded 
to studies on disputes, human rights, and beyond. A likely explanation 
for the lack of attention given to this topic is the difficulties in theorizing 
what peace is, as well as measuring empirically the incidences of peace 
beginning, spreading or remaining.

As a consequence, existing knowledge about peace tells us something 
about the situations where war is less prevalent, when human rights are 
less suppressed, or when there is, relatively speaking, less suffering and 
pain for the population. This remains the case even for the well-known 
empirical patterns identified in the literature. While Steven Pinker 
(2011) and Joshua Goldstein (2011) convincingly present evidence 
for an overall global decline for many types of violence over decades 
and centuries, their explanations focus on the absence of factors that 
increase violence rather than identifying a theory of peace. Similarly, the 
so-called democratic peace is essentially based on findings around the 
absence of war between democratic states (Maoz and Russett 1993).

Similar to the scholarly programme on the democratic peace, interest 
in the so-called ‘peace’ in East Asia originated as an empirical observa-
tion that needed scrutiny and explanation, with an eye to influence policy 
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debates both on buttressing the East Asian Peace and drawing on this 
model to craft policies that might enhance peace elsewhere. Despite 
decades of warfare, there were suddenly no wars between major powers 
in the region (Solingen 2007). A closer look at the phenomenon reveals 
that the overall occurrence of conflict in the region declined and – in 
particular – that those conflicts which persisted were less violent than 
they had been, or than comparable conflicts continued to be in other 
regions (Tønnesson, Melander, Bjarnegård, Svensson, & Schaftenaar 
2012; Kivimäki 2014). At the same time, however, military disputes 
between countries of East Asia have not declined since 1979 ( Jones, 
Bremer & Singer 1996), and civil conflicts have been managed, rather 
than settled by peace agreements (Svensson 2011). While exploring 
these puzzles is important, and several of the contributions in this 
volume offer explanations for the decline of military confrontation in 
East Asia, our collective enterprise suggests additional insights that 
draw partly on the work of Benjamin Miller (2005; 2007): the same 
empirical pattern can be composed of either a ‘cold peace’ relying on 
balance-of-power and repression of grievances or a ‘warm peace’ built 
on cooperation and conflict resolution. We seek to understand when, 
why and how ‘warm peace’ has evolved.

Going back to the early works in peace research, scholars have 
debated what peace is. This discussion has been reinvigorated by 
contemporary scholars who seek to deepen a traditionally conceptual 
dialogue by referring to concrete, real-world phenomena (Pinker 2011; 
Wallensteen 2015; Diehl 2016; Davenport, Melander, & Regan 2017; 
Tønnesson 2017). A central definition of peace remains Galtung’s 
(1969), which identifies peace simply as the absence of violence, but 
his conceptualization becomes more complex as he offers a typology 
of violence. Violence can either be personal (actively perpetrated by an 
individual) or structural (in which visible and invisible processes repress 
social justice). Galtung denotes absence of the former type of violence 
as negative peace and absence of the latter form as positive peace. From 
this perspective, the decline in battle-deaths and other forms of directly 
perpetrated violence in East Asia represents a negative peace. If a society 
reduces structural violence, it moves closer to a condition of positive 
peace. To explore both the characteristics and the depth of peace in East 
Asia, this book explores the prevalence of both negative and positive 
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peace in the region. Galtung’s language of positive and negative peace 
is still used by many authors in this book, particularly to point to the 
fact that the reduction of one type of violence does not necessarily lead 
to a reduction in another form of violence. The conceptualization of 
peace as either negative or positive (or both) allows for an understand-
ing that there are different forms of peace, and to investigate uneven 
developments of these different forms. There are, of course, other ways 
of conceptualizing different stages or aspects of peace as well. One 
such conceptualization is to refer to its sustainability, viability or qual-
ity (Tønnesson 2017). This conceptualization rests on an assumption 
of a peace continuum: the reduction of personal violence is seen as a 
milestone, and the reduction of structural violence implies deepening 
that peace. The use of negative and positive peace is well established, 
but given the empirical phenomenon of the East Asian Peace – the re-
duction of battle deaths – questions about the reach and quality of this 
particular peace are warranted. This is dealt with in chapters focusing 
on human rights and state repression, societal inequality, political ac-
cessibility and discriminatory or exclusionary inter-communal norms. 
In this way, this volume contributes to the contemporary debate about 
the concept of peace, and provides insights with regard to whether the 
region might be expected to maintain its negative peace and perhaps be 
on its way toward a more genuinely positive peace.

Roadmap to the book
The book will expose the reader to a variety of debates regarding the 
East Asian Peace, defined as a reduction of armed conflict between 
states, and its causes, costs, limits, and potential for survival. The book 
begins with rival, internationally oriented explanations of the regional 
East Asian Peace. It then moves on to explore the quality of the Peace, 
zooming in at the same time on domestic conflicts, including individual 
behaviour and attitudes on violence and peace.

There are important interlinkages between the different parts of the 
book. First, while each competing explanation may well be valid for ex-
plaining the decline of armed conflict, all may, at the same time, identify 
causes of the type of peace that emerged. A peace that is initiated for 
economic reasons, or because there is declining interference by external 
powers, may also indicate a paucity of attempts at peace-building from 
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the ground up. Another alternative is that part of the peace that we see is 
due to more efficient repression, that is, a peace in which opposition is 
quelled before or as it starts to mobilize. If this is the case, then the pat-
terns of peace across East Asia are likely to be uneven, and there are sev-
eral different explanations of several different types of peace. Although 
it is possible to read this book as a straightforward account that moves 
from explanations to consequences, and from the international to the 
national to the local, we see the chapters as a complex web of interlinked 
analyses that, taken together, not only give us a greater understanding 
of the East Asian Peace, but also, most importantly, raise a number of 
important issues that peace researchers should focus on.

In Part One, Benjamin Goldsmith puts forward an argument for 
Peace by Trade in East Asia, making a causal claim regarding the obser-
vation that the escalation of interstate disputes became less common 
as international trade volumes increased. His explanation does not, 
however, address whether changes in economic openness are associated 
with changes in internal conflict. Shirley Scott argues for a Peace by 
International Law. Instead of international trade, she identifies several 
international treaties that have enabled China to take part in high-level, 
multilateral decision-making, thus contributing to China’s peaceful rise. 
China, being a great regional (and global) power, is thus considered a 
key to regional peace. Stein Tønnesson directly refutes the capitalist 
peace theory as put forward by Goldsmith, instead arguing for a Peace by 
Development. In East Asia’s developmental peace, the market did not lead 
the way; rather, a number of important national leaders have made stra-
tegic decisions to set national economic growth as their highest priority. 
This had the consequence that external conflicts were avoided, while 
domestic peace was achieved either by repression or by the building of 
legitimate institutions. Joakim Kreutz explains the East Asian Peace not 
by initiatives emerging from within the region and the conflicts per se, 
but rather as a Peace by External Withdrawal. He argues that the change 
depends on a shift in opportunities to use violence for political aims. 
States external to the East Asian region as well as states within the region 
actively supporting warring parties outside their own borders were both 
factors promoting and fuelling conflict in East Asia. In the mid-eighties, 
external powers shifted their efforts to supporting peace and stability 
in the region. Isak Svensson argues that the East Asian Peace may, in 
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fact, be a Peace by Avoidance of Religious War. While religious wars have 
been become increasingly common, this is not the case in East Asia. In 
particular, the region has been relatively detached from global jihadist 
movements, possibly because East Asian states have high state capacities 
and have been able to diffuse potential military campaigns by religious 
militants before they escalate into larger-scale violence. Henrik Urdal 
points to a Peace by Demographic Change, reasoning that root causes 
of peace have been strengthened by demographic trends that include 
declining fertility rates and dissipating youth bulges. This has caused 
increased investment in employment for the young, which in turn has 
supported economic and political developments. More recent trends 
are also brought out, notably an ageing population that can lead to a 
‘geriatric peace’.

None of the explanations put forward for the East Asian decline in 
armed conflict addresses changes in preferences or values among the 
populace. Most concern international conflict and top-down approaches. 
Although it may well be the case that these are the main explanations for 
what we call the East Asian Peace, Part Two introduces some uncom-
fortable concerns about what this peace really entails: at what cost has it 
come about? who benefits from the peace? how deep is its reach?

Kristine Eck argues that the East Asian Peace can be understood 
as a Repressive Peace. She questions the quality of an East Asian peace 
that is built on repression. Moreover, she also questions the durability 
of such a peace and suggests that countries that have bought negative 
peace at the price of human rights are likely to eventually experience 
contentious political upheaval and conflict. Elin Bjarnegård builds on 
this and also asks: who really benefits from such a top-down repressive 
peace? She characterizes the East Asian Peace as an Unequal Peace and 
demonstrates that the experience of human security in East Asia today 
depends on who you are and where you are from. Peacebuilding from 
the bottom-up has been largely lacking, and root causes of inequality 
and structurally differentiated vulnerabilities remain. Fiona Yap, who 
asks whether East Asia has a Trustworthy Peace, looks at the prevalence 
and issues behind mass protests in the region. Using survey material, 
she finds that the willingness to participate in protest is affected neither 
by trends in repression nor by economic downturns. Instead, protests 
increase as a result of decreasing trust in the legitimacy of the govern-

Bjarnegaard-Kreutz_book.indd   9 12/04/2017   11:09



Debating the East Asian Peace

10

ments, which causes instability and other potential challenges to the 
East Asian Peace.

Erik Melander suggests that the East Asian Peace can be character-
ized as a Masculine Peace. Power transitions and history problems, he 
claims, only matter insofar as people are susceptible to them. Masculine 
honour cultures and warrior ideals can thus be seen as an underlying 
cause of war, and Melander presents worrying evidence that these 
ideologies are still important in East Asia. Holly Guthrey expands this 
concept in her chapter about an Unforgiving Peace, showing that there 
have been few real attempts at reconciliation in East Asia’s post-conflict 
societies. Instead of dealing with the history of violence and abuse in the 
region, East Asians actively try to forget and repress the past.

While these studies paint a picture of contemporary East Asia as 
experiencing a relatively low-quality peace, none suggests a causal 
path via which the region may revert to its violent past. The final 
two chapters address challenges and threats to the East Asian Peace 
more explicitly. Focusing on a trend that may lead directly to conflict, 
Ryu Yongwook explores the Nationalist threat to the East Asian Peace 
and finds nationalist sentiments and ‘history problems’ abound in 
Northeast Asia. He argues that continued nationalism hinders the 
deepening of the East Asian Peace, which is hinged on the formation 
of an encompassing regional community, and that nationalist tensions 
may provoke conflict.

Robert Ross focuses on the Great Power Challenge to the East Asian 
Peace. He emphasizes the Sino–US power struggle and argues that the 
East Asian Peace is a reflection of China’s temporary satisfaction with its 
territorial security along its land borders, even as the East Asian mari-
time environment was dominated by the United States Navy. However, 
he also warns that as China rises, it may no longer accept its limited abil-
ity to secure its coastal waters. Already, he claims, the power balance may 
be shifting as China devotes an increasing share of its defence budget to 
the modernization of its navy. The rise of China may thus be a challenge 
to the East Asia Peace if it threatens US–China relations.

The final chapter, which is co-authored by the entire core group of 
the East Asian Peace Programme, draws out the main recommendations 
for the study of peace in the future, and the likely challenges facing the 
East Asian region.
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C H A P T E R  2

Peace by Trade

Benjamin E. Goldsmith

How might the transformation of East Asia, from one of the most con-
flict-prone regions of the world before 1980, to one of the most peaceful 
from that date to the present, be explained? In this chapter I argue that 
the expansion of intra-regional trade plays an important part. I adopt a 
narrow definition of ‘peace’ as the absence of violent conflict. I focus on 
interstate conflict only and I claim that international trade can explain 
the particular pattern observed in East Asia after 1979: a lack of escala-
tion to large-scale violence, but not a reduction in lower-level interstate 
disputes. In two recent articles (Goldsmith 2013b, 2014a) I provide 
theory and evidence supporting the argument that trade volumes in the 
region reduce the chance of interstate conflict escalation, and that trade 
volumes increased in a diffusion pattern after Deng Xiaoping’s 1978 re-
forms. While relying on my previous analyses to support this argument, 
I also graphically present more recent data, from new sources, that are 
consistent with my earlier findings.1

My claims are limited, but I believe well-supported. I claim that East 
Asia’s massive trade flows are one piece of the puzzle, and the diffusion 
process I outline presents a plausible causal story for why trade spread and 
was able to have the impact on peace that it did, when it did. However, I 
do not claim to rule out all other plausible explanations, including some 
presented in this volume. Therefore, after recounting and reinforcing my 
argument, I turn to a discussion of some other potential explanations, 
how they may complement or compete with mine, and their potential 

1. I consider East Asia (post-1945) to comprise Brunei, Cambodia, China, East 
Timor, Indonesia, Japan, Laos, Malaysia, Mongolia, Myanmar (Burma), North 
Korea, North Vietnam, the Philippines, Singapore, Socialist Republic of Vietnam, 
South Korea, South Vietnam, Taiwan, and Thailand.
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logical or empirical shortcomings. My work connects most clearly with 
Tønnesson’s chapter on developmental states and Ross’s about great 
powers. Although there is important common ground, my approach is 
distinct from Tønnesson’s in that it relies on states’ interests and strategic 
interactions to explain reduced conflict, rather than leaders’ motivations 
to deliberately avoid conflict. My central criticism of Ross’s explanation 
is that it is indeterminate and, logically, could as easily lead to some-
thing very different from sustained interstate peace. I begin however, 
with a discussion of the particular challenges of attempting to explain 
an observed phenomenon such as the East Asian Peace, and how these 
concerns motivate my approach. I conclude by summarizing how my 
findings might address the questions outlined by Bjarnegård & Kreutz 
in the introduction to this volume, including on the durability of the 
East Asian Peace and theoretical and policy relevance beyond East Asia.

The East Asian Peace as a focus of analysis
The East Asian Peace (EAP) research group represented in this volume 
was given deceptively straightforward marching orders: explain the reduc-
tion in regional conflict after 1979 and assess the depth and sustainability 
of the ensuing peace. As with most social science questions, it is important 
to unpack underlying assumptions that can crucially affect analysis. For 
example, are we to explain the difference within East Asia before and after 
1980 and, if so, is the anomalous period the high- or the low-conflict one? 
Or, is the difference to be explained that between East Asia and other 
regions, such as the Middle East or Latin America, during the same time 
range? If there has been a fall in both internal and international conflict, are 
these supposed to have the same causes? Are causes to be sought in factors 
unique to East Asia, such as Confucian-influenced political culture, or in 
variables that are manifest in other parts of the world as well?

Simply put, the East Asian Peace is a challenging research topic, 
and one might even wonder whether the right question is being asked. 
Understanding the causes of interstate conflict, including international 
war, is a major and long-standing research area in political science and 
other fields. Study of the causes of intrastate conflict, including civil 
wars, is another major area of research in which scholars have been es-
pecially active in recent decades. Understanding contentious politics 
and historical trajectories in Asia is yet another vast area of knowledge, 
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stretching across as many disciplines and requiring often distinct skills 
and cultural and historical understanding. What is to be gained from fo-
cusing on a relatively few data points, in a relatively limited set of cases?

One advantage might be to combine strengths from different areas of 
knowledge in new and productive ways, to focus on a potentially impor-
tant observed phenomenon. It is appropriate that the multi-year process 
leading to this volume brought together scholars from a wide range of 
disciplines and research areas, and provided the opportunity – indeed, 
demanded – that we talk to each other, read and consider each other’s 
work, and integrate diverse feedback and differing approaches into our 
own work. Constructive tension has been part of the recipe for the EAP 
programme’s successes, including this volume.

But there is another equally challenging, if less evident, area of ten-
sion. This is the tension between the pursuit of explanation for general 
patterns of behaviour that happen to be manifest in East Asia at a certain 
time, and the pursuit of an explanation for specific events in particular 
places at particular times. Such differences in the understanding of what 
sort of knowledge is being pursued, and what it means to ‘explain’ some-
thing, often arise from the different approaches across academic fields 
or research methods, and can be hard to reconcile either in practice, or, 
it is sometimes claimed, even logically.

I see this as a false dichotomy. Discussion of the ‘levels of analysis 
problem’ in international relations has a long pedigree (see Ray 2001), and 
the tension between general and case-specific explanation is of a similar 
nature. Understanding a small number of events occurring at a particular 
place does not require a qualitatively different type of explanation, it 
just requires a theory and well-considered research design aimed at the 
research question. This may combine propositions from universally ap-
plicable theory, and it may also include ‘local’ qualifications or conditions 
which, given that they can moderate a general theory, are in their own 
sense ‘general’. Somewhat counter-intuitively, explaining a smaller number 
of events will probably require a larger number of variables and assump-
tions, because the predictions to be made will usually be more fine-grained 
than those regarding patterns that prevail over a large number of cases. 
This expected lack of theoretical parsimony raises a serious problem for 
any explanation and empirical analysis of East Asian Peace: the number 
of supposedly explanatory factors may be as great as, or greater than, the 
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number of events to be explained. In statistical inference, this is sometimes 
called a ‘degrees of freedom’ problem. There is no doubt it is evident in 
this book, once all the different explanations are considered. That is not a 
criticism, but an acknowledgement of the difficulty of the task.

Given these considerations, I have taken the approach that seeking 
explanations based on general, globally applicable theories is the most 
promising place to start. If global theories can be shown to apply, then 
apparent local idiosyncrasies may turn out to be spurious. I began by 
drawing on general liberal theories of the causes of interstate conflict. I 
found that a general theory regarding trade and conflict provides a good 
explanation, but the timing of trade expansion is tied to a particular de-
cision by a particular East Asian leader. I have also found that the region-
ally common ‘developmental state’ model of governance conditions the 
impact of my key variable of interest. It is useful to note that this occurs in 
a way that seems to challenge the expectations presented by Tønnesson 
in this book, opening up a potentially useful debate. Specifically, while 
Tønnesson claims that leaders of developmental states are exceptionally 
motivated to avoid interstate conflict for the sake of fostering develop-
ment, I find that there is a weaker association of trade flows with pacific 
outcomes for developmental states than is the case for other states.

In addition, because much of what is to be explained is actually the 
non-occurrence of events, that is, the lack of interstate war in East Asia 
after the Sino–Vietnam war of 1979, I use statistical analysis to examine 
variation in independent and dependent variables for patterns of asso-
ciation. When a large number of factors are present and may be relevant 
to an explanation of the non-occurrence of a war, at a particular place 
and time, when it was actually quite likely if not for factor X or Z, then a 
quantitative approach can have considerable advantages over qualitative 
process tracing or historical analysis. Of course I am also aware of the 
shortcomings of statistical analysis, including the specific approaches 
I have used. Considering my findings in conjunction with those from 
other authors’ contributions, using different methods and tackling 
somewhat different problems, no doubt will shed the most light on the 
questions we are addressing.

Liberal theory and the East Asian Peace
Building on some of my earlier research (Goldsmith 2006, 2007), my 
contribution focuses on liberal theories of international relations. I also 
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see this as a good way to test the theories, because explaining regional dy-
namics helps establish whether supposedly universal claims are useful in 
spite of potential effects of historical, cultural or other local particularities.

Liberal theories of international relations acknowledge the roles of 
military force, the security dilemma and power balancing that are com-
mon aspects of realist approaches, such as that of Ross in this volume, 
but also argue that some factors condition and mitigate these power-
based dynamics (Keohane & Nye 1977). Chief among the mitigating 
factors are domestic political institutions, interstate economic linkages, 
international organizations, laws and norms. While realists might expect 
that any period of peace will eventually be disturbed by a leader’s mis-
calculation or a shift in the distribution of power (Waltz 1979), liberal 
theory is more open to the possibility of sustained interstate peace, such 
as Immanuel Kant’s expectation of ‘perpetual peace’ among republics.

In earlier research (Goldsmith 2007), I found little evidence for a 
pacifying effect of democracy or international institutions in Asia, 
but some evidence for the association of trade interdependence with 
peace. But I also suggested that issues of imprecise theory or empirical 
measurement might be at play, such that the lack of support for general 
expectations could not be taken as definitive. Addressing the East Asian 
Peace provides an opportunity to return to these questions with more 
theoretical and empirical precision.

My focus has been on domestic political institutions and interstate 
economic linkages. I find a pacifying role for each in East Asia. Most 
importantly for understanding the change after 1979, I find a dyad-level 
correspondence between the great expansion of intra-regional trade 
volumes after 1978 and the advent of the interstate East Asian Peace. The 
higher the absolute volume of trade between two states, the lower the 
chance of conflict escalation. This result remains robust after I control 
for a host of other potentially confounding factors, including trade inter-
dependence, alliances and military balance.

The trade–conflict linkage is the most important for the East Asian 
Peace because of timing. An explanation of a change in conflict patterns 
at a particular time and place should show temporal variation that 
plausibly links change in cause to change in effect. This was the case in 
my analysis of trade volumes among dyads in East Asia. It was also the 
case that the specific conflict pattern observed fit with my previously 
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developed extension of trade-conflict theory: higher trade volumes 
discourage conflict escalation, but not initiation (Goldsmith 2013a). 
In East Asia after 1980, while there was little evidence of a reduction 
in the initiation of interstate disputes or crises at a low level, there was 
evidence that these were less likely to escalate.

This pattern of continuing interstate tensions but decreasing risk 
of escalation was not evident in other regions of the world. Figure 2.1 
illustrates this with comparisons to Sub-Saharan Africa, the Middle East 
and North Africa, and Latin America for 1947–2007.2 The figure uses 
data from the International Crisis Behavior (ICB) data set (Wilkenfeld 
& Brecher 2010), rather than the Militarized Interstate Dispute (MID) 
data set that I used in other studies of trade and conflict escalation 
(Goldsmith 2013a, 2013b, 2014a). ICB measures crisis onset based 
on the potential target state’s perception of direct military threat from 
another state, while MID assesses the first threat or use of force by one 
state directed at another. When I refer to ‘initiation’ in this chapter, I 
mean only this sort of militarization of a disagreement, that may escalate 
(immediately or at a later stage) to deadly violence. The frequency of the 
onset of new ICB crises among all intra-regional dyads is represented in 
Figure 2.1. Crises that reach the level of ‘Serious clash’ (one step below 
‘All-out war’) are coded as escalating.3 Besides demonstrating that this 
East Asian pattern of continued onsets but reduced escalations can be 
found in another major conflict data set, the ICB data also cover more 
recent years than the MID data set (in their currently available versions).

2. I have truncated conflict escalation in the MENA region before 1950 (the First 
Arab–Israeli War) to a frequency of 0.06 when it actually reaches 0.12, in order to 
allow the scales of all graphs to be comparable at a maximum frequency of 0.06. 
This greatly improves what can be seen in the graphs.

3. A potential weakness of the ICB dataset is lack of specific information about cod-
ing for some categories in the documentation provided. Examples, but no coding 
rules, are provided for the categories No violence, Minor clash, Serious clash, and 
Full-scale war. The example of a Minor clash is the 1951 Hula Drainage crisis 
between Israel and Syria, while a Serious clash is the First Taiwan Strait Crisis 
between Taiwan and China (1954–55). While the former probably involved fewer 
than 100 battle-related deaths, the latter was of much larger scale, although exact 
figures are hard to find. More details for pre-1995 crises are provided in Brecher 
& Wilkenfeld (2000). This difficulty with discerning crisis severity is one reason I 
have preferred the MID data in previous analyses of escalation. I use ICB data here 
to demonstrate robustness.
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Events in East Asia that reached the level of ‘serious’ crises after 
1980 are between China and Vietnam (1984, 1987 and 1988) and 
Thailand and Laos (1987). These were relatively low-level territorial 
clashes. Although the data set stops in 2007, events between Thailand 
and Cambodia (2008–2011) and North and South Korea (2010) 
subsequently would also seem to reach that level. But these ‘serious’ 
conflicts nevertheless do not approach the levels of pre-1980 escalation 
in the region, including those that had limited involvement of external 
great powers such as China’s invasion of Vietnam (1979), Vietnam’s of 
Cambodia (1978), or clashes in the Taiwan strait in the 1950s. In other 
words, the pattern of no major interstate war in the region after 1979 is 
clear, and the severity of escalation of conflict short of war also seems 
demonstrably lower even after 2007.

My argument for the role of trade volumes in this process was pre-
sented in two articles. First, I argue that trade volume plays a distinct 
role in the conflict process by providing effective tools for signalling 

Source: My computations, using the International Crisis Behavior (ICB) data set (Wilkenfeld 
& Brecher 2010).

Figure 2.1: ICB crisis onset and escalation rates, intra-regional dyads
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resolve during interstate crises (Goldsmith 2013b). This draws on bar-
gaining models of war (Reiter 2003). A fundamental assumption of this 
approach is that war occurs because states find it difficult to signal their 
resolve credibly. Because there are incentives to bluff, cheap-talk signals 
are easily dismissed, even when they accurately reflect high resolve to 
fight. In such circumstances, in which credible signals about the adver-
sary’s true intentions are absent, a state is more likely to miscalculate 
the chances of prevailing in war, and thus enter a fight it would have 
otherwise avoided.

Even though using trade as a signal of resolve in East Asia may be 
diluted by the so-called developmental state model of many regional 
states, I find evidence that it is strongly associated with a lower likeli-
hood of conflict escalation in East Asia. While the overall opportunity 
costs represented by standard interdependence measures should deter 
crisis or dispute initiation, this factor is then priced into the bargaining 
process at the escalation stage. Trade volumes represent the availability 
of high-value or politically prominent traded goods or flows (e.g., food, 
energy, technology) that can provide further high-profile signalling 
tools above and beyond general interdependence.

I show that while the inverse association between trade volume and 
escalation is not as strong in East Asia as elsewhere, it is nevertheless 
robustly apparent. I infer that close links between states and firms can 
reduce the credibility of signalling resolve by threatening to cut trade 
ties and the like, yet high trade volumes still provide relatively credible 
signalling tools in conflicts among East Asian states. In other words, I 
find that, even after accounting for a regional particularity, the general 
theory seems not only applicable, but capable of doing a lot of the heavy 
lifting in accounting for the lack of escalation.

Although qualitative evidence of signals sent that caused events not 
to happen is notoriously hard to muster, trade has been used during 
recent crises in the region to signal in ways consistent with my expec-
tations. Microchip trade between China and the Philippines has been 
raised in the midst of South China Sea tensions, cross-border consumer 
goods trade has been raised between Cambodia and Thailand during 
their dispute over sovereignty issues related to an important temple, and 
rare-earth metal exports have been cut during island-dispute tensions 
between Japan and China (Goldsmith 2013a, 2013b).
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Second, I argue that the timing of this increase in intra-regional 
trade volumes allows a plausible explanation for the observed reduction 
in conflict escalation (Goldsmith 2014a). Specifically, trade volumes 
among East Asian states began to increase in the mid-1970s, but did 
not take off at steep levels until the mid-1980s. This corresponds well 
to expectations that might follow if the decision of Deng Xiaoping to 
marketize and open the economy of the People’s Republic of China 
(PRC) in 1978 was the catalyst of massive intra-regional trade expan-
sion. Figure 2.2 illustrates this, relative to other regions, using data for 
1947–2009 from the Correlates of War trade data set (Barbieri, Keshk 
& Pollins 2009). The graphs show average intra-regional trade flows 
among dyads in millions of inflation-adjusted US dollars.4 An important 
distinction between my argument and leader-focused, constructivist, or 
coalitional arguments, discussed below, is that it does not depend on 

4. The base year for calculating constant dollars is 2009; deflator is from US Reserve 
Bank of St. Louis (https://research.stlouisfed.org/fred2/series/GDPDEF#), ac-
cessed 21 January 2016.

Source: My computations, using the Correlates of War trade data set (Barbieri, Keshk & 
Pollins 2009).

Figure 2.2: Average dyadic intra-regional trade volumes (USD millions)
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Source: My computations, using the Correlates of War trade data set (Barbieri, Keshk & 
Pollins 2009).

Figure 2.3: Intra-regional trade interdependence
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total trade represented by trade with a specific partner, as in Figure 2.3, 
or the portion of a state’s Gross Domestic Product represented by trade 
with a specific partner (Goldsmith 2013b, 2014a).

Specifically, interdependence can be represented by a standard 
indicator using the least dependent state in the dyad, such that as this 
variable increases, both states will be more dependent on the trade rela-
tionship. Further, and crucially, I find no evidence of the ability of trade 
interdependence to dampen the risk of interstate conflict escalation to 
higher levels of violence, rather than preventing the outbreak of disputes 
to begin with (Goldsmith 2013a, 2013b, 2014a). Thus neither the tim-
ing of the change in interdependence levels, nor the specific part of the 
conflict process with which interdependence has an empirical associa-
tion, seems to help explain the East Asian Peace. This does not mean 
that trade interdependence is unimportant to conflict in Asia, only that 
it is probably not the culprit in the mystery of the East Asian Peace.

Complementary and competing explanations
In this section I discuss other theoretical approaches as candidates for al-
ternative or complementary explanations of East Asian Peace. I highlight 
some of the most important and promising studies and perspectives, 
and provide some criticisms, but make no attempt at a comprehensive 
survey.

Heterogeneous regional dynamics
There is a rich if mainly older literature on regional patterns of conflict 
and cooperation. Perhaps the most sophisticated recent contribution is 
from Gleditsch (2002), who emphasizes trade and democracy as factors 
that may co-evolve with peace in regions throughout the world. He finds 
more support for the role of increasing trade flows in reducing regional 
conflict than for that of democracy (ibid. 184–190), which is generally 
consistent with my findings for East Asia. He emphasizes the regional 
context as potentially leading to causal heterogeneity for key variables, 
and also calls attention to the shortcomings of dyadic units of analysis 
for studying processes that may be monadic or multilateral. These are 
important cautions and temper the findings of my studies and many oth-
ers. However, I would emphasize that my approaches to trade and regime 
type as factors affecting conflict are stated in explicitly dyadic terms. 
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Justified scepticism that dyadic research designs are vulnerable to being 
confounded by unmeasured dependencies in the data should neverthe-
less not lead to dismissal of dyadic theory and evidence out of hand.

A regional focus can also help alleviate such concerns. If peace, in-
tegration and regime-type tend to co-evolve at the regional level, then 
the remaining within-region variation could provide a more appropriate 
basis for assessing dyadic claims. As Gleditsch (ibid. 45) notes, within-
region conflicts also may provide a more appropriate set of cases for 
understanding the impacts of trade and regime type, because they repre-
sent instances in which the ‘vital security’ of states is directly threatened.

A broader category of regional studies focuses on particular political 
cultures and/or leaders in particular regions.5 Exceptional individuals 
and decisions can create lasting effects and path-dependencies, and 
political cultures can condition behaviour. These factors may lead to 
sui generis dynamics of conflict and peace across regions. Some stud-
ies point to particularities of East Asia that might explain its distinct 
conflict patterns, including historical approaches that emphasize the 
role of particular leaders, the lessons learned from particular events, and 
approaches drawing on constructivist frameworks emphasizing distinct 
localized norms and practices.

Of direct relevance to the East Asian Peace proposition, some of these 
studies have focused on Asian values or the ‘ASEAN Way’, sometimes 
asking whether a security community (in which war is unthinkable) 
is developing in Southeast Asia. But the focus on Southeast Asia and 
its common norms, and the institution of the Association of Southeast 
Asian Nations, makes a poor fit for the East Asian Peace, which includes 
Northeast Asia (but see Acharya 2014 for a theoretical attempt to en-
compass Northeast Asia).

Kivimäki (2011) argues that the norms of the ASEAN Way have 
spread to Northeast Asia, reducing conflict. Empirical studies in this 
vein face the considerable challenge of measuring their key variables 
with sufficient degrees of reliability and validity, and distinguishing 
them from potentially associated factors like trade. Leaders’ public 
statements of course should not be taken at face value as evidence for 
their true beliefs and causes of their behaviour. Unfortunately, it seems 

5. I have reviewed some of this large literature elsewhere (Goldsmith 2006) and here 
only touch on recent relevant work.
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to me that conceptual, measurement, and statistical issues have stood in 
the way of identifying compelling support for such arguments, and no 
consensus has emerged even within the constructivist school.

Regional power configurations
Can the East Asian Peace be explained using standard, power-based 
theories of international relations that focus on power balancing or 
power hierarchies? For example, a balance-of-power explanation could 
focus on the rapprochement between the United States and the People’s 
Republic of China from 1971, balancing the USSR, and then the 
improved relations between the USSR/Russia and PRC from the late 
1980s, balancing the United States. A hierarchical approach might focus 
on the domination of the United States in the Asia-Pacific regional secu-
rity architecture as the USSR found it increasingly difficult to project its 
‘superpower’ status in Asia.

But structural approaches to explaining systemic conflict patterns are 
often indeterminate when applied to specific conflicts or sets of con-
flicts. As Waltz (1979: 122) cautions, we should not ‘mistake a theory 
of international politics for a theory of foreign policy.’ Realists would 
argue that bipolarity induces stability while multipolarity leads to more 
conflict. Mearsheimer (2001) notes the importance of regions, and 
expects regional balances to matter. All states seek regional hegemony, 
and a rising hegemon can cause regional conflict by inducing a structure 
of ‘unbalanced multipolarity’. This argument does not seem to explain 
the continued lack of intra-Asian conflict.

One might argue that the most propitious time for regional peace 
from a balance-of-power perspective was from the 1971 Sino–US rap-
prochement through the fall of the USSR twenty years later. This period 
witnessed common US–PRC regional security interests, especially after 
the end of the Vietnam War, and the existence of a third power that 
each perceived as a greater threat, inducing their security cooperation. 
Unfortunately for advocates of structural theories as powerful explana-
tions of specific foreign policy choices at specific times, the timing cor-
responds poorly to that of the observed East Asian Peace. Waltz (1979: 
122) certainly did not see structural theory as capable of explaining the 
timing or substance of individual states’ choices with much specificity, 
or as he put it ‘why state X made a certain move last Tuesday’. The actual 
timing of the East Asian Peace is not off by a day but by a decade, and 
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the fall of the USSR yet another decade later seems not to have had an 
impact on the continued East Asian peace.

Ross’s approach in this volume builds on such realpolitik thinking 
(including the power-transition ideas discussed below) and provides a 
potentially compelling alternative. Ross reminds us that China was in-
volved in many regional conflicts up to 1979 (and some into the 1980s), 
but very few afterwards, while the United States retrenched its regional 
presence to an extent after the Vietnam War. But the claim that peace 
followed Chinese achievement of its border and periphery security 
objectives, and China essentially become a satisfied, status-quo power, 
raises the question of the source of those objectives. China may fight 
when it perceives insecurity and refrain from fighting when it perceives 
security (see Ross’s chapter in this volume), but without a clear state-
ment of why these perceptions are formed and change, the explanatory 
power is uncertain and there is a risk of ad hoc theorizing. If we assume 
that not all states or leaders perceive security in the same way given the 
same structural conditions, nor react to changes in their general capa-
bilities (e.g., GDP growth) in the same way, the next step might be closer 
investigation of causal mechanisms in the decision processes. Another 
concern is whether it is necessary to assume, for explanations based on 
military capabilities, that China’s choices about when and how to de-
velop its military are exogenous to its leaders’ intentions or perceptions.

In addition, as important as China is, it should not be considered the 
only potential source of interstate conflict in East Asia. Conflict patterns 
among dyads such as Thailand–Cambodia, for example, should be ad-
dressed. Another challenging pair is North and South Korea, to which 
Ross devotes little attention, but for which my trade-based approach 
also provides no good explanation, if it is to be considered peaceful after 
1979. The absence of sustained violent escalation in this dyad after the 
end of the Korean War seems to have more to do with the United States’ 
extended deterrent, and possibly China’s ability to restrain its ally, than 
with trade or other liberal variables.

Power-transition theorists focus on regional hierarchies, which are 
assumed to be peace-inducing when a regional hegemon has a prepon-
derance of power, while power parity (balance) and dissatisfaction with 
the status quo are assumed to be conflict inducing (Lemke 2002). The 
founder of this approach, A. F. K. Organski (1958: 445–447), in a fairly 

Bjarnegaard-Kreutz_book.indd   26 12/04/2017   11:09



27

Peace by Trade

amazing and prescient prediction, was perhaps the first to anticipate the 
rise of China (and not the USSR) to challenge US power. Power-
transition theory is frequently drawn upon by analysts of East Asian 
security and the rise of China. But its specific predictions for regional 
conflict are not necessarily clear. On the one hand, a regional hierarchy 
with one preponderant state at the top should discourage regional chal-
lengers. On the other hand, as a regional hegemon rises, it may threaten 
the global hegemon. The resulting tensions of an anticipated power 
transition can easily lead to region-level confrontations between the re-
gional hegemon and proxies of the global hegemon, as well as the classic 
hegemon-challenger confrontation.

Both realist balance-of-power theory and rival power-transition ap-
proaches speak to the risk of great power war or wars involving regional 
hegemons. These are very important sources of conflict. However, 
the indeterminacy of structural explanations is unsatisfying not only 
because such explanations speak to the risk of exceedingly rare events 
and therefore are unlikely tools to analyze with much precision conflict 
patterns over the span of a decade or two, but also because they have less 
to say about the behaviour of non-great powers.

In my view, structural theories do not make strong predictions about 
the likelihood of militarized conflict between Thailand and Cambodia, 
or even China and Vietnam. Alliance ties and other connections to great 
powers matter, but expectations are indeterminate. Global structural 
bipolarity persisted during East Asia’s high- and low-conflict periods. In 
the post-World War II era, China’s rise as a potential regional hegemon 
may not be said to have begun until the 1990s. Global and regional 
power structure is undoubtedly important to East Asian security, but 
we need to consider additional factors in order to understand individual 
conflicts, or specific patterns like the low frequency of escalation in East 
Asia after 1979.

Elite coalitions and agency
While Tønnesson’s work, discussed below, has received considerable 
attention, the contributions of an elite-coalition approach, mainly as-
sociated with the work of Etel Solingen (1998, 2007, 2014), have not 
been emphasized as much as they might have in recent East Asian Peace 
scholarship. Solingen focuses on East Asia specifically, contrasting the 
relative absence of interstate conflict with the Middle East and other 
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regions. She argues (1998: 19) that domestic political coalitions may be 
of two types for the purposes of basic foreign policy orientation: inter-
nationalist or statist-nationalist-confessional. Internationalist coalitions 
have preferences for interstate commerce and investment, economic 
growth and avoiding the economic opportunity costs of high military 
expenditures. Statist coalitions maintain power through nationalism 
or similar communal appeals, emphasize the military as a protector of 
sovereignty, and find foreign threats useful for maintaining domestic 
political order and support. These coalitions also form regional linkages 
and, where a region is dominated by ruling internationalist coalitions, 
they will seek to avoid military conflict. A region dominated by ruling 
statist coalitions will tend toward conflict.

Solingen (2007) sees the causes of lower conflict in East Asia from 
1965 onwards as due to the regional prevalence of ruling internationalist 
coalitions. Leaving aside the still-considerable levels of interstate conflict 
escalation between 1966 and 1979, I see these propositions as plausible 
but fundamentally untested. One issue is that the role of the coalitions 
themselves has not been satisfactorily decoupled from the economic 
linkages that give rise to them, and that they promote. Another issue is 
that some comparative case analyses claiming to provide support for the 
approach seem vulnerable to the criticism of selecting on the depend-
ent variable. This may be said for the contrast between the Middle East 
and East Asia (Solingen 2007) and 1914 Germany versus 2014 China 
(Solingen 2014). When somewhat more attention is paid to case selec-
tion, interpretation of cases might seem selective, such as the apparent 
rise of internationalist coalitions in the Middle East leading to ‘momen-
tous cooperative undertakings of the early 1990s’ (Solingen 1998: 15).

In addition, the causal mechanisms through which internationalist 
coalitions increase the chances of peace, while statist-nationalist-
confessional coalitions make conflict more likely, are not laid out 
clearly enough. The mechanisms are tied to elite preferences, not just 
state-level or firm-level economic interests. But an interest in global 
economic linkages does not preclude engaging in international conflict. 
Neither Israel, nor Cold-War South Africa, nor India since liberalizing in 
the 1990s found these to be mutually exclusive. In addition, if the major 
threat to domestic interests is the potential rise of a countervailing statist 
coalition, it is not clear why internationalizing elites would not engage in 
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some external conflict to demonstrate their nationalist credentials and 
defuse such potential challenges.

If the causal mechanism is, alternatively, simply economic interests 
that constrain the conflict behaviour of supposed internationalist elites, 
then it is not clear why it is necessary to focus on the elite coalition, 
rather than the value of the international economic linkages themselves 
to the state, to firms and to other specifically interested actors. Not all 
internationalist elite coalitions will be equally successful in establishing 
such economic linkages, nor will international linkages only exist in 
the presence of such elite coalitions motivated to establish, maintain or 
expand them. It is necessary to develop a better, more systematic way to 
measure such coalitions across many cases and across time before their 
impact independent of the actual economic linkages can be assessed. 
The risk of tautological reasoning from a lack of conflict to the pres-
ence and agency of supposedly ‘internationalist’ elites, and from the 
observation of conflict to ‘inward-looking’ elite coalitions as its cause 
(Mansfield & Solingen 2010: 154) is a concern.6

As far as I am aware, no version of coalitional arguments advances an 
explanation for the particular pattern of reduced escalation, but contin-
ued militarized interstate crises and disputes, that I contend defines the 
East Asian Peace. Equally fundamentally, ‘internationalization’ need not 
take a liberalizing form: currently, both China and Russia are pursuing 
strategies of international engagement in their regions, but Russia’s is 
primarily militarized, not marketized, and China’s seems to be a hybrid.

Finally, I will briefly address the developmental-peace approach 
Tønnesson presents in this volume, which shares elements of the leader-
based and coalitional approaches. It is entirely plausible that leaders of 
East Asian developmental states, supported by a coalition of political 
and economic elites who share the same outlook, would strive to avoid 
international conflict to foster economic development. There is an 
intersection with this developmentalism and my trade-volume argu-
ment, since the developmental-state model relies on export-led growth. 
Indeed (as with the coalitional argument) it would be surprising if this 

6. It is not clear how coalition interests and correlated behaviour are kept distinct in 
coding schemes such as that in Solingen (2001: 528). Indeed, coalition identity 
(and coding) under a single leader can change ‘in response to changes in coalitional 
opportunities and/or external crises.’
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elite-agency-based argument did not account for some part of the East 
Asian Peace.

However, I think key questions remain to be addressed. Theory and 
evidence do not align as well as Tønnesson implies. Specifically, it is not 
clear how this approach explains the continued frequency of post-1979 
interstate disputes that do not escalate. It is also not clear how Tønnesson 
would explain the lack of escalation among regional states that do not fit 
the developmental model. Categorization of Vietnam as a developmental 
state from the initiation of the Doi Moi policy in 1986 also might be 
seen as problematic in two ways. First, the very idea that Vietnam is a 
developmental state has been challenged (Masina 2010), and, second, 
the timing is perhaps late to account for the observed East Asian Peace. 
More generally, the region-wide absence of escalation after 1979 does 
not appear to fit well with the disparate timing of the adoption of devel-
opmentalism by individual regional leaders. One area for useful further 
investigation, I believe, is to devise better ways to test theories about 
trade and other developmental-state related economic factors, against 
elite- and national-priority based arguments. Generally, I think it is more 
promising to inquire about the relative weight to be accorded to various 
factors emphasized in this volume in explaining the East Asian Peace, 
than it is to try to show that one is exclusively ‘right’ and another ‘wrong’.

Conclusions
My analysis provides clear answers to some of this volume’s core ques-
tions. First, How can we characterize the East Asian Peace? The East Asian 
Peace can be characterized, at least in part, as a liberal peace, based on 
its exceptionally high intra-regional trade flows. I claim that this is a 
rationalist peace based in liberal theories of international relations, and 
not dependent on the developmental goals of specific leaders, nor on 
the political culture of developmental states in the region.

High trade volumes between regional powers, specifically China 
and Japan, and the United States, are particularly important because 
they help these countries send each other clear, credible signals about 
security interests and intentions. As China continues to rise as the 
predominant regional power, the potential US–China power transition 
will have a greater chance of being peaceful to the extent that trade flows 
between the two remain high. Trade flows between China and major 
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US allies like Japan are also important for avoiding conflict that pulls 
the United States in. Further integrating India into trade networks with 
China and the United States should make great-power peace more likely 
as a new Indo-Pacific order takes shape.

Second, what limits and conditions are associated with this peace? My 
claim is probabilistic. I do not claim that there is no chance of regional 
conflict escalation, only that high trade volumes substantially reduce the 
probability. I echo Ross’s caution that deterministic and monocausal 
explanations are problematic. There is little reason to seek, or debate 
over, a ‘silver-bullet’ type explanation for all instances of conflict or 
peace in East Asia. It is highly unlikely that the variable I focus on, trade 
volume, helps us understand the lack of conflict escalation between 
North and South Korea since the end of the Korean War. Probabilistic 
assessments, and consideration of multiple factors, are more promising 
for understanding complex phenomena.

I also argue that the pacifying effect of trade volumes is weaker than 
it would otherwise be, to the extent that the developmental state model 
persists in the region. Trade volumes are less-effective signalling tools 
for developmental states, precisely because they can more freely use 
trade in this way, incurring lower domestic political costs. A signal that 
is less costly to the sender, also carries less credibility.

Third, can insights from East Asia explain overall regional trends of 
political violence? My approach has the advantage of being based on a 
general theory. It should apply to all regions, as well as to inter-regional 
dyads. The expectation is also linear. Other things equal, greater trade 
flows for any dyad lower the chance of conflict escalation.

Fourth, does the way in which peace comes about affect the quality of 
peace? My theory anticipates, or at least allows, a relatively low quality of 
peace. High trade volumes do not deter states from militarized disputes, 
only from escalating them. For example, there is no contradiction be-
tween my theory and rising tensions over territorial disputes in the East 
and South China Seas. Tensions can co-exist with high trade volumes, 
but the trade volumes reduce the likelihood that war will erupt.

Finally, is the East Asian Peace under threat? If so, then why is this and 
where is the threat coming from? One potential threat is the slowing of the 
Chinese economy. Lower demand or production in China could reduce 
regional exports to China. A resulting slowing of regional economies 
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would depress regional exports from China and depress demand and 
trade across the region. Slowing in the Chinese and other regional econ-
omies could also lead to greater protectionism, accelerating the trade 
reductions. These events would increase the risk of conflict escalation 
over, for example, maritime disputes. However, given the very high levels 
of intra-regional trade, and the export orientation and deeply integrated 
production networks in the region, I see these threats as moderate.

I concur with many authors in this volume and numerous others that 
the rise of China as a military power and aspiring regional hegemon pre-
sents the major threat to regional interstate peace. But, I expect high trade 
volumes to remain a key bulwark against conflict escalation as China rises.

There is little about structural, elite-coalition, individual, or norm-
based explanations that is fundamentally inconsistent with my focus on 
liberal factors such as trade and regime type. The challenge of assessing 
the relative importance of these factors is one of evidence and inference, 
not (necessarily) competing theoretical logics. However, I do make 
some assertions about the inferences that are possible so far. Structural 
explanations are potentially hampered by their indeterminacy below the 
great-power conflict level. Organski’s foresight regarding China’s power 
transition remains relevant, but we need to know more in order to assess 
the depth and staying power of the East Asian Peace. Elite-coalition 
and developmental-peace theory have much to say about states’ prefer-
ences, but in the highly strategic context of international conflict, we 
need to understand more than elite preferences in order to understand 
dyadic (or higher order) outcomes regarding conflict and peace. When 
economic outcomes do not match elite ambitions, it is not clear that 
emphasis on development and openness will be maintained if national-
ism and scapegoating are available to ruling elites or their challengers.

My estimation of the future of the East Asian Peace, however, relies 
on the greater number of available, valuable and relatively credible sig-
nalling tools that East Asian leaders have, compared to their situation 
before 1980. If trade volumes among East Asian states remain high, I 
expect a persistent downward pressure on interstate conflict escalation 
in the region due to the enhanced ability of states to signal their true 
resolve over the issues at stake.

My research also points to the relevance of another liberal proposi-
tion for East Asian security: the democratic peace. Specifically, I provide 
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evidence that East Asian states with greater domestic political competi-
tion are less likely to target democracies (Goldsmith 2014b). This re-
lates to the initiation stage of conflict. A more nuanced and theoretically 
considered specification leads to evidence for democratic peace in the 
region, contrary to my previous finding. This perhaps is not relevant for 
China’s chance of conflict with other regional states or the United States, 
but it is important for the chances of peace among the region’s democra-
cies such as South Korea, Taiwan, Japan, and Indonesia and potential 
(re-)democratizers such as Myanmar, the Philippines and Thailand.

While the rise of China is a big unknown, both in terms of its growing 
regional ambitions and its relations with the United States, my findings 
are encouraging in the sense that China’s huge trade volumes within the 
region, and with the United States, will help these states more clearly 
understand each other’s true resolve and negotiate the issues at stake in 
the East and South China Seas, and elsewhere, while avoiding escalation 
to major violence.

Author’s note
It has been an intellectually enriching and enjoyable experience to be 
involved with the East Asian Peace programme. I greatly appreciate the 
intellectual and organizational leadership of Stein Tønnesson, and all the 
work of the programme leadership group. I thank Stein, Elin Bjarnegård, 
Joakim Kreutz and anonymous referees for helpful comments on earlier 
versions of this manuscript. I am grateful for the funding for my research 
under the programme, and I am grateful for additional support for this 
research from the Australian Research Council (DP1093625).

References
Acharya, A. (2014) ‘Power Shift or Paradigm Shift? China’s Rise and Asia’s 

Emerging Security Order’, International Studies Quarterly 58(1): 158–73.
Barbieri, K., O. M. G. Keshk, & B. Pollins (2009) ‘Trading Data: Evaluating our 

Assumptions and Coding Rules’, Conflict Management and Peace Science 
26(5): 471–91: http://correlatesofwar.org/data-sets/bilateral-trade, ac-
cessed 20 January 2016.

Brecher, M. & J. Wilkenfeld (2000) A Study of Crisis. Ann Arbor: University of 
Michigan Press.

Geddes, B. (1990) ‘How the Cases You Choose Affect the Answer s You Get: 

Bjarnegaard-Kreutz_book.indd   33 12/04/2017   11:09



Debating the East Asian Peace

34

Selection Bias in Comparative Politics’, Political Analysis 2(1): 131–50.
Gleditsch, K. S. (2002) All International Politics is Local: The Diffusion of Conflict, 

Integration, and Democratization. Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press.
Goldsmith, B. E. (2006) ‘A Universal Proposition? Region, Conflict, War and 

the Robustness of the Kantian Peace’, European Journal of Political Science 
12(4): 533–63.

——— (2007) ‘A Liberal Peace in Asia?’ Journal of Peace Research 44(1): 5–27.
——— (2013a) ‘International Trade and the Onset and Escalation of Interstate 

Conflict: More to Fight About, or More Reasons Not to Fight?’ Defence 
and Peace Economics 24(6): 555–78.

——— (2013b) ‘Different in Asia? Developmental States, Trade, and 
International Conflict Onset and Escalation’, International Relations of the 
Asia Pacific 13(2): 175–205.

——— (2014a) ‘The East Asian Peace as a Second-order Diffusion Effect’, 
International Studies Review 16(2): 275–89.

——— (2014b) ‘Domestic Political Institutions and the Initiation of 
International Conflict in East Asia: Some Evidence for an Asian 
Democratic Peace’, International Relations of the Asia Pacific 14(1): 59–90.

Hegre, H., J. R. Oneal, & B. M. Russett (2010) ‘Trade does promote peace: 
New simultaneous estimates of the reciprocal effects of trade and conflict’, 
Journal of Peace Research 47(6): 763–74.

Keohane, R. O. & J. S. Nye (1977) Power and Interdependence: World Politics in 
Transition. Boston: Little, Brown and Co.

Kivimäki, T. (2011) ‘East Asian relative peace and the ASEAN Way’, 
International Relations of the Asia-Pacific 11(1): 57–85.

Lemke, D. (2002) Regions of War and Peace. New York: Cambridge University 
Press.

Mansfield, E. D. and E. Solingen (2010) ‘Regionalism’, Annual Review of 
Political Science 13: 145–63.

Masina, P. (2010) Vietnam between developmental state and neoliberalism: the 
case of the industrial sector. c.MET Working Paper 7/2010 (December): 
http://193.205.129.80/repec/cme/wpaper/cmetwp_07_2010.pdf, ac-
cessed 26 November 2016.

Mearsheimer, J. J. (2001) The Tragedy of Great Power Politics. New York: 
Norton.

Organski, A. F. K. (1958) World Politics. New York: Alfred A. Knopf.
Ray, J. L. (2001) ‘Integrating Levels of Analysis in World Politics’, Journal of 

Theoretical Politics 13(4): 355–88.
Reiter, D. (2003) ‘Exploring the Bargaining Model of War’, Perspectives on 

Politics 1(1): 27–43.

Bjarnegaard-Kreutz_book.indd   34 12/04/2017   11:09



35

Peace by Trade

Solingen, E. (1998) Regional Orders at Century’s Dawn: Global and Domestic 
Influences on Grand Strategy. Princeton: Princeton University Press.

——— (2001) ‘Mapping Internationalization: Domestic and Regional 
Impacts’, International Studies Quarterly 45(4): 517–55.

——— (2007) ‘Pax Asiatica versus Bella Levantina: The Foundations of War 
and Peace in East Asia and the Middle East’, American Political Science 
Review 101(4): 757–80.

——— (2014) ‘Domestic Coalitions, Internationalization, and War: Then and 
Now’, International Security 39(1): 44–70.

Waltz, Kenneth N. (1979) Theory of International Politics. Reading, Mass.: 
Addison-Wesley.

Wilkenfeld, J. & M. Brecher (2010) Codebook for ICB2 - International Crisis 
Behavior Project, Actor-Level Data set. http://www.cidcm.umd.edu/icb/
data/, accessed 23 January 2015.

Bjarnegaard-Kreutz_book.indd   35 12/04/2017   11:09



36

C H A P T E R  3

Peace by International Law

Shirley V. Scott

The East Asian Peace phenomenon as identified by Stein Tønnesson 
(2009) refers to the reduced number and lower intensity of armed 
conflicts in East Asia in the period 1979–2005 in comparison to the 
period 1946–1979 (see also Bjarnegård and Kreutz in this volume). 
One of the biggest structural shifts in East Asia during the period under 
consideration has been the rise of China. Central to explaining the East 
Asian Peace and gauging its sustainability is China’s peaceful rise. This 
chapter understands peace as the absence of interstate war and examines 
international law as a factor that has contributed to the peaceful rise of 
China and thereby to the East Asian Peace. The chapter speaks with 
other chapters in this volume, such as those by Goldsmith on Trade and 
Tønnesson on the domestic development agenda.

International law has been integral to structures of global power and 
governance during the era of the United States. It is the premise of this 
chapter that in a highly institutionalized global order, tension, if not 
conflict, would most likely come at the stage at which a rising power 
is subject to unfavourable systemic restraints. International law has fa-
cilitated the East Asian Peace because the foundational legal structures 
of global governance have been compatible with the increasing relative 
power of China. The chapter first reviews the relationship between in-
ternational law and power, before outlining the key provisions of several 
cornerstone multilateral treaties that have facilitated rather than blocked 
the increase in relative power of China.

International law, institutions, and rising powers
In comparison with previous rising powers, China has had to increase 
its relative power within a highly institutionalized international order. 
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Ikenberry (2008: 92) viewed this as ineluctably positive, because he 
assumed it to mean that China would seek to uphold and support this 
order: ‘the more institutionalized and encompassing the existing order 
is, the more difficult it is for a newly rising state to overturn it – and the 
more likely it will pursue an accommodative strategy.’ Ikenberry thought 
it unlikely that China would seek to transform the global system because 
the United States and other capitalist democracies had established an 
‘expansive and integrated – and deeply institutionalized – international 
order’ (Ikenberry 2008: 114).

While broadly aligned with Ikenberry’s positive disposition towards 
international institutions, this chapter views such institutionalisation 
through the lens of international law. Liberal internationalists value 
norms and rules as aspects of institutions; however, they rarely analyse 
international law as a variable in its own right. This chapter suggests 
that it was not only the complexity of the institutionalization of the 
international order, but the specific legal provisions that constitute 
the framework of that order, that have determined the extent to which 
China has to date chosen to work within the current order. Most funda-
mentally, every international organization has a multilateral treaty as its 
constitutive foundation, and the specific provisions of that treaty – both 
its substantive provisions and those addressing the operation of the 
organization – membership, voting rights, treaty amendment and so on, 
are integral to the ensuing political dynamics. As such, they could be 
expected to facilitate, or alternatively to stymie, the ambitions of a rising 
power. 

International law and power
International law often conveys an image of, and is often thought of, as a 
relatively timeless feature of world politics. International law is, however, 
a far more malleable and evolving subsystem of world politics than the 
image conveys. International law can serve to moderate the effects of 
the conduct of realpolitik, but is better at doing so within the confines 
of an existing international order than during a period of fundamental 
order transition. This is because international law is integral to relations 
of power but at the same time has a degree of internal coherence and 
autonomy from political relationships. International law serves this 
function best when the distribution of power equates broadly with the 
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distribution of legal rights and responsibilities and, indeed, where the 
values and norms embedded in law align with those influential in the 
system. If they were to coincide exactly, law would have no independ-
ent pull. On the other hand it would not be sustainable to have the two 
contrasting; in such a situation there would likely be either a radical shift 
in outlook and behaviour, or else the law would be simply ignored.

The interrelationship between international law and politics presents 
a key methodological and conceptual challenge in investigating the 
impact of international law on the East Asian Peace and, in particular, 
on China. For while it is not wrong to look at the extent to which the 
rules, principles and concepts of international law have affected China’s 
behaviour, it is ultimately impossible to regard international law as an 
independent variable that has impacted on China without considering 
China’s own legal agency. International law was systematically trans-
lated in the 1860s and as Japanese power expanded in the mid-1890s, 
international law ‘quite rapidly became a framework for constructing a 
new discursive global orientation among Chinese intellectuals’, Chinese 
world orientation changing from an East Asian construction to a world 
orientation based on concepts of national sovereignty and balance of 
power (Svarverud 2011: 306).

China participated actively in the evolution of the law of treaties in 
the twentieth century. China had for a century from 1842-1943 been 
subject to a system of ‘unequal treaties’ that included conditions such as 
consular supervision of foreign nationals in China (Ku 1992-4: 69), the 
opening of ports to trade, and the cession or leasing of territories such 
as Hong Kong Island and Kowloon Peninsula to facilitate European and 
US trade. It was not until 1943 that new treaties were concluded with 
the United States and with the United Kingdom, followed in the next 
few years by those with France, Belgium, Norway, Canada, Sweden, the 
Netherlands, Denmark, Switzerland and Portugal (Ku 1992-4).

China and the cornerstone treaties of the international system
International law, and particularly the multilateral treaty, has been 
a particular feature of world politics during the US era (Scott 2012). 
International law operates at a global, regional, plurilateral (amongst 
a group of States with shared interests but which are not necessarily 
proximate in a geographic sense) and bilateral levels. Regional interna-
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tional law is interlinked with the global, just as regional political rela-
tions cannot be understood without taking into account the relations 
of the US – and other states external to Asia - with regional players. At 
a global level there is a set of multilateral treaties that is foundational to 
the post War international order. This includes the Charter of the United 
Nations, the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons, the 
United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea, and the Agreement 
Establishing the World Trade Organization (Scott 2008).

Let us now consider several cornerstone treaties of global govern-
ance as well as some regional and bilateral treaties and their specific 
provisions that have facilitated China’s rise in relative power. China has 
been legally positioned in relation to these treaties in a manner not true 
of other contemporary ‘rising powers’ such as India or Brazil. The fact 
that several cornerstone treaties of global governance have facilitated the 
peaceful rise of China has reduced the likelihood of China perceiving a 
need to challenge the current international order, in turn rendering far 
more likely peaceful regional relations.

The 1945 Charter of the United Nations
The most important multilateral treaty of the post-World War Two era 
is the Charter of the United Nations. This section identifies two specific 
provisions from the Charter that have been particularly important to the 
peaceful rise of China.

The foundational principles of the Charter

All Members shall refrain in their international relations from the threat 
or use of force against the territorial integrity or political independence 
of any state, or in any other manner inconsistent with the Purposes of 
the United Nations.1

Article 2 of the UN Charter affirms sovereignty as a foundational principle 
of the international order with paragraph 1 stating that the Organization 
is to be based on the sovereign equality of all of its Members, paragraph 
3 requiring states to settle their disputes by peaceful means, paragraph 
7 prohibiting the United Nations from intervening in matters that are 
essentially within the domestic jurisdiction of any state, and paragraph 4 

1. Charter of the United Nations, 26 June 1945, [1945] ATS 1.
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prohibiting states from using force in their interstate relations, or threat-
ening to do so. The insertion of article 2(4) represented a radical contrast 
to the nineteenth century assumption that the right to go to war (or to 
remain neutral) was a fundamental attribute of statehood.

Article 2(4) of the UN Charter has facilitated the peaceful rise of China 
in both a specific and a more general way. Despite the methodological dif-
ficulties in assessing the political impact of international law, there is no 
doubt that the world is a different place as a result of article 2(4) and the 
normative changes regarding non-use of force that were embedded in the 
UN Charter (Goertz, Diehl & Balas 2016). ‘Expectations of international 
violence no longer underlie every political calculation of every nation, … 
Even where force is used, the fact that it is unlawful cannot be left out 
of account’ (Henkin 1971: 544). So far as the input of legal advisers on 
national decision-making is concerned it can be said that the prohibi-
tion has often, though not always, been factored into decision-making 
processes in which use of force was a possible option (Scott et al 2010).

Embedding a prohibition on first use of force in the Charter of the 
United Nations did not usher in an era of universal peace, but it did 
mean that using force for political gain would from then on be regarded 
as unacceptable. A state breaking that rule can expect to be censured 
by the international community as was the United States for its blatant 
breach of article 2(4) in its 2003 invasion of Iraq (Sands 2005). A study 
of 110 uses of force from 1945 to 1991 found that those likely to be most 
strongly condemned by the international community were those that 
most obviously breached this article 2(4) prohibition, whereas those 
aimed, for example, at dislodging a European power from a colonial 
territory, were far more accepted (Weisburd 1997).

Of course, while couched in neutral terms, the prohibition serves to 
sustain existing territorial boundaries, and thereby indirectly supports 
the status quo. As applied to the rise of China and regional peace, the 
constraining implications have arguably been greater for the United 
States than for China. China was not likely to provoke a military con-
frontation with the world’s superpower at a time when it had no hope of 
victory. Article 2(4) has rendered it very difficult for the United States 
to consider using force – for example to prevent China from developing 
military bases in the South China Sea or to act pre-emptively to prevent 
China from growing in power to the extent of rivalling the United States. 
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This has permitted China to invest at such large levels in developing its 
military capability and to display that capability in increasingly assertive 
ways in the South China Sea, while the United States essentially has its 
hands tied.

The United Nations Security Council

The Security Council shall consist of fifteen Members of the United 
Nations. The Republic of China, France, the Union of Soviet Socialist 
Republics, the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland, 
and the United States of America shall be permanent members of the 
Security Council.2

Although the Charter makes an exception for the (natural) right of 
self-defence, States acting in self-defence are expected subsequently to 
inform the Council of the actions taken in self-defence, the assumption 
being that the Council will then take over any remaining steps required 
to re-instate international peace and security. A second exception to the 
general prohibition is when authorised by the Security Council. The 
Council has the right to take other ‘chapter VII decisions’ that are bind-
ing on all or specific States. Given the article 103 primacy of Council 
decisions over other legal obligations of States, and the special voting 
rights known as the ‘veto’ of the permanent members, membership of 
the ‘P5’ within the Council accords those States unrivalled institution-
alised power over questions of international peace and security. That 
authority is further entrenched by the Charter’s amendment provisions 
also incorporating the veto for permanent members.

On this basis, permanent membership of the Council has, at least 
subsequent to the immediate post-war period, been about enhancing 
and according legitimacy to power, as much or more so than about re-
flecting power. Perhaps the most important international law provision 
that has facilitated a rising China being accommodated within the exist-
ing international system has been article 23(1), which in 1945 identified 
the permanent members of the Council as being The Republic of China, 
France, the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics, the United Kingdom of 
Great Britain and Northern Ireland, and the United States of America.

US President Franklin Roosevelt had from his first planning included 
China as one of the Great Powers, to be joined with the three great pow-

2. Article 23(1), Charter of the United Nations.
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ers of World War Two – the United States, United Kingdom, and Soviet 
Union – to make the ‘Four Policemen’, and France was subsequently 
also included (Russell 1958). Britain and the USSR did not at first agree 
with the inclusion of China and there were in fact two sets of talks at 
Dumbarton Oaks in 1944, one including the United States, Britain 
and the Soviet Union, and the other less important talks including the 
United States, Britain and China.

To the United States, China was not merely a friend of long standing, 
it was also the only independent ally in the Far East. It was thus the 
logical candidate for wartime and postwar leadership in the region, and 
American policy sought to strengthen the country militarily and politi-
cally to fulfil that strategic role. (Russell 1958: 955)

Hildebrand (1990) explains that Roosevelt believed that treating the 
Chinese as responsible Asian leaders might foster their development 
along American liberal lines, thereby replacing the defeated Japan and 
preferable to what he regarded as the possible alternatives of revolution-
ary chaos, a return to colonialism, or Russian hegemony.

The People’s Republic of China replaced the Republic of China on the 
UN Security Council in October 1971 following a two-thirds majority 
vote on General Assembly Resolution 2758. This replacement followed 
a Sino–US rapprochement, by which the United States took advantage 
of Sino–Soviet conflict to create a new regional balance of power (Hara 
1999). China’s role as one of the P5 has nevertheless afforded it the op-
portunity, as a rising power, to contribute increasingly, as and when ready, 
to decision-making on major questions of global peace and security.

China has played a valuable role in contributing a non-Western 
and developing country perspective to Council deliberations (Chan 
2013). Writing in 2000, Morphet divided China’s behaviour on the 
Council into four phases of increasing engagement and independence 
of policy. The first was the decade following China’s first participation 
on the Council on 23 November 1971, in which China was learning 
the ropes. During the next three years, China fitted in more readily to 
its dual status of Third World country and permanent Council mem-
ber. From 1986 to 1990, China was working more closely with the 
other permanent members; the fourth period was the post-Cold War 
period from 1990 to 1999, in which China had to deal with greater US 
dominance of the Council (Morphet 2000). China has continued to 
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shift from its early passivity to become increasingly active participant 
in Council debates within the Council on the appropriate evolution of 
existing tools and development of new tools by which the Council can 
fulfil its mandate.

China has been a strong advocate of the basic principles of interna-
tional law as embodied in the UN Charter: – to ‘preserve and uphold 
statehood on the basis of respect for sovereignty, independence, and 
territorial integrity’ (Ku 2013: 346). A key concern of China since the 
end of the Cold War has been ‘the importance of protecting its own 
territorial integrity and sovereignty (and that of nonaligned countries, 
particularly since it was granted Observer status by the Nonaligned 
Movement in 1992) against Western-dominated international military, 
political, human rights and humanitarian intervention without agree-
ment from the country concerned’ (Morphet 2000: 165).

Given its history of intervention from colonial powers, the primacy 
accorded sovereignty in the Charter has been perceived as fundamental 
by China. Indeed, to many Chinese international lawyers, the ongoing 
debate in the West as to whether China will work within or adapt or even 
undermine the system of international law is likely puzzling. From this 
perspective, it is the West that has since the end of the Cold War sought 
to move beyond fundamental principles of international law embodied 
in article 2 of the UN Charter, including those prohibiting first use of 
force and non-intervention. 

In line with its emphasis on sovereignty and non-intervention, China 
at first regarded peacekeeping ‘as another instrument of hegemonic 
powers to legitimize and support the expansion of their spheres of influ-
ence and to interfere in the domestic affairs of small and medium-sized 
countries.’ (Xue 2014: 9). Although it has become increasingly keen 
to participate in peacekeeping, China has remained sceptical of recent 
trends to broaden the mandates of peacekeeping operations, particularly 
in respect of ‘robust’ peacekeeping – that is peacekeeping in which there 
is no agreed peace process in place and it is therefore likely that force 
may need to be used (Xue 2014).

China has been regarded as a norm ‘shaper’ in respect of the Respon-
sibility to Protect (Foot 2011), evolving from initial criticism to cautious 
acceptance, so long as the proposed norm is not used as an excuse for 
non-consensual military intervention (Garwood-Gowers 2013). China 
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did not use its veto to prevent the Security Council resolutions on Libya, 
but was critical of NATO exceeding its mandate under Security Council 
Resolution 1973 (2011) to target the Gaddafi regime and provide rebel 
groups with arms (Garwood-Gowers 2013). Together with Russia, 
China subsequently blocked resolutions that would have authorized 
military intervention in Syria.

The 1951 San Francisco Peace Treaty
World War Two ended in the Pacific with the defeat of Japan in 1945. 
This was followed by a US occupation of Japan. The state of war between 
Japan and the Allied Powers was not formally terminated until the San 
Francisco Peace Treaty (SFPT) of 8 September 1951.3 US policy-makers 
did not want the defeated Japan to be a breeding ground of resentment 
as per interwar Germany. China had been ‘lost’ to communism in 1949 
and, in 1950, had entered the Korean War as an ally of North Korea. 
By 1951, the United States was keen to finalise the SFPT and its terms 
need to be read within the context of the US focus on the Cold War 
and preventing the spread of communism in Asia, including in Japan. 
Chapter One of the SFPT gave the United States control of inter alia the 
Ryukyu Islands, and Chapter Four specified that Japan would relinquish 
all special rights and privileges in China, and provided for the revival of 
commercial treaties with the Allied Powers.

Surrounding this was a network of treaties and administrative agree-
ments, mainly of a hub and spokes bilateral and trilateral nature between 
the United States and its allies that, together, has been referred to as the 
‘San Francisco System’ (Price 2001: 2). This System is distinctive pre-
cisely because, despite attempts both before and after San Francisco to 
construct a multilateral Asian security structure along NATO lines (Hara 
1999), it was not constituted by a multilateral treaty and because, unlike 
NATO, it integrated economics with security features (Calder 2004). 
On the same day as the SFPT was concluded, Japan and the United 
States concluded a Security Treaty,4 and in 1960 the two countries 
signed the Treaty of Mutual Cooperation and Security.5 Key provisions 

3. Treaty of Peace with Japan, 8 September 1951, 136 UNTS 45.
4. Available at http://avalon.law.yale.edu/20th_century/japan001.asp.
5. Available at http://www.mofa.go.jp/region/n-america/us/q&a/ref/1.html.
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in the Security Treaty provided for collective self -defence in the event 
of an attack on Japan (article V) and the continuation of American bases 
in Japan (article VI). Together these treaties institutionalised Japan’s 
status as a junior alliance partner of the United States.

Japan’s history of economic interdependence with China was through 
this system replaced by an economic interdependence with the United 
States. These treaties6 cross-reference Japan’s national constitution, and 
if a single provision were to be singled out as providing the context for 
China to focus on its peaceful rise, it would be article 9(2) of Japan’s 
1946 constitution, which stated that ‘land, sea, and air forces, as well as 
other war potential, will never be maintained’ (see Tønnesson’s chapter 
in this volume).

The San Francisco Peace Conference effectively cut Japan off from 
continental China by not including the People’s Republic of China 
(PRC), and through its exclusion allegedly breaching World War Two 
agreements that there be no separate peace settlements, through refusing 
the insistence of both the Guomindang and the PRC that Taiwan should 
be treated as part of China for the purposes of the SFPT, and through 
requiring Japan to sign a bilateral treaty with the Republic of China 
(Taiwan) in 1952 (Price 2001). The retention of Occupation-era mili-
tary bases on Japanese territory also reinforced Japan’s strategic alliance 
with – and subservience to – to the United States and its estrangement 
from China (Calder 2004). The US retained geopolitical leverage in 
Northeast Asia through ambiguous territorial and boundary provisions 
in the Peace Treaty that ensured ongoing squabbling amongst Japan and 
the other countries of Northeast Asia (Calder 2004).

With Japan and other US regional allies legally locked into an 
economic and military interdependence with the United States in a 
network of primarily bilateral treaties radiating from Washington, the 
United States retained geopolitical leverage such that it would have been 
difficult for Japan to move independently to block China’s rise. United 
States economic discrimination in favour of Japan as a strategic ally 
lasted at least until China’s entry into the World Trade Organization in 
December 2001 (Calder 2004).

6. E.g. Treaty of Mutual Cooperation and Security between Japan and the United 
States of America, article III.
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The 1968 Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons
Nuclear weapons were used for the first time in 1945, against the 
Japanese cities of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Given that their horrific 
destructive force was immediately apparent, it was perhaps surprising 
that not until 1968 did international law prevent states from assisting 
other states to acquire them. The 1968 Treaty on the Non-Proliferation 
of Nuclear Weapons (NPT),7 did not require nuclear weapon states to 
eliminate their arsenals but did require those states that had not (yet) 
acquired nuclear weapons to pledge never to obtain them; while they 
were permitted to use nuclear energy for peaceful purposes, they were 
required by article III(1) to accept International Atomic Energy Agency 
safeguards to comply. The International Court of Justice has subse-
quently ruled that the threat or use of nuclear weapons may be lawful in 
an extreme circumstance of self-defence.8 This has served to reinforce 
the significance of the divide between states possessing or not possess-
ing nuclear weapons.

The Republic of China (Taiwan) signed the NPT on 1 July 1968 and 
ratified it on 27 January 1970, the year before the UN General Assembly 
by Resolution 2758 (1971) recognized the PRC as the only legitimate 
representative of China to the UN. The PRC first sought to operate in 
the international arena under the nuclear umbrella of the USSR, which 
had in 1949 broken the US nuclear monopoly, but the Korean War would 
seem to have motivated Mao to pursue the bomb (Gobarev 1999). 
China first tested a nuclear weapon on 16 October 1964, thus within the 
1945-1968 window when such practices were unregulated. Mao Zedong 
and Deng Xiaoping who both had an enduring influence over China’s 
nuclear policy, viewed nuclear weapons primarily as tools for deterring 
nuclear aggression, an attitude that Fravel and Medeiros refer to as ‘“as-
sured retaliation”: deterring an adversary with the threat of unacceptable 
damage through a retaliatory nuclear strike’ (Fravel and Medeiros 2010, 
49–50). It was not about achieving specific military objectives so much 
as demanding greater respect from the US, USSR and the international 
community as a whole. During the 1960s China publicly spoke in favour 
of the spread of nuclear weapons to counter the nuclear superpower 

7. Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons, 1 July 1968, 729 UNTS 169. 
8. Legality of the Threat or Use of Nuclear Weapons Advisory Opinion, [1996] I.C.J. 

Rep. 226.
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duopoly (Scott 2010, 195), and like other Third World countries includ-
ing India, Pakistan, Brazil, Argentina, Chile, Cuba, Algeria, and Tanzania, 
was critical of the discriminatory nature of the NPT (Hunt 1996).

The PRC acceded to the NPT on 9 March 1992. Just as article 2(4) 
of the UN Charter has functioned as a check on the process of change to 
territorial borders as they were in 1945, so have articles I, II, and IX(3) in 
particular of the NPT served as a check on the further horizontal spread 
of nuclear weapons. Articles I and II contain the obligations of nuclear 
weapon States not to facilitate non-nuclear weapon states acquiring nu-
clear weaponry and article II prohibits non-nuclear weapon states from 
attempting to acquire them. Belonging to the nuclear weapon club was 
a helpful starting point from which to rise in relative power. For China, 
however, which was not an original signatory of the Treaty there were 
two other provisions of the treaty of particular importance. First was 
article IX(1) which permitted any State that had not signed the Treaty 
prior to its entry into force to nevertheless accede subsequently with no 
penalties for joining later. It was the second sentence of article IX(3) 
that crucially paved the way to China’s membership of the nuclear club.

For the purposes of this Treaty, a nuclear-weapon State is one which 
has manufactured and exploded a nuclear weapon or other nuclear 
explosive device prior to 1 January 1967.

During the early years following China’s accession, there were, however, 
ongoing concerns regarding China promoting peaceful uses of nuclear 
energy, which led to suspicion among the other nuclear states that China 
had breached the NPT (Feinerman 1995); indeed Mingquan Zhu (1997: 
40) stated that ‘[c]ritics see China as a main violator of the international 
non-proliferation regime and as a major contributor to the danger of 
nuclear proliferation today.’ Nevertheless, the terms of the NPT meant 
that the legitimacy of China’s nuclear weaponry was upheld by the NPT. 
As befitting a major world power, China has had an important seat at the 
table on all nuclear negotiations in recent years, including those with Iran.

The 1994 agreement establishing the World Trade Organization
The rise – or rejuvenation – of China has been in essence an economic 
rise; it was China’s economic growth that in the 1990s made possible its 
transformation into a modern military power (Nathan & Scobell 2012). 
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Deng Xiaoping introduced the ‘reform and open door’ policy in 1978; 
this was a policy transition from self-reliance to ‘reform and opening’, 
from autarky to interdependence (Nathan & Scobell 2012: 244). From 
1978 on, China’s GDP increased at an average annual rate of 9.6 per 
cent to reach $6 trillion in 2010 (Nathan & Scobell 2012). During this 
process, China’s economic rise ultimately required it to integrate into 
the key institutions of global economic governance, including what 
had been the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade and in 1995 was 
transformed into the World Trade Organization (WTO).

In nominating specific provisions of international law that have 
facilitated the rise of China, of particular importance has, then, been ar-
ticle XII(1) of the Marrakesh Agreement Establishing the World Trade 
Organization, which provided that 

Any State or separate customs territory possessing full autonomy in the 
conduct of its commercial relations and of the other matters provided 
for in this Agreement and the Multilateral Trade Agreements may ac-
cede to this agreement, on terms to be agreed between it and the WTO.9 

China began its bid for membership in 1986 and, after 15 years of ne-
gotiations, China finally signed an Accession Agreement in 2001. China 
made ‘unparalleled commitments’ in order to join the WTO (Buckley 
& Zhou 2015: 153).

Membership gave Chinese leaders the leverage they needed domes-
tically to continue the transition to a market economy -– transforming 
inefficient state-owned enterprises and industries, establishing a rule of 
law, and enhancing transparency (Buckley & Zhou 2015). The US and 
EU had promoted China’s accession so as to facilitate their domestic 
stakeholders’ access to the world’s largest potential market. Although 
they have indeed reaped significant advantages, China has adopted a 
strategic approach to implementation, ‘reap[ing] the full benefits of its 
WTO membership in foreign markets, while protecting the develop-
ment of its key industries and preserving its national values, culture, and 
identity, so that its opening up would serve its economic development’ 
(Buckley & Zhou 2015: 154).

9. Agreement Establishing the World Trade Organization, 15 April 1994, 1867 
UNTS 154.
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WTO membership has thereby boosted China’s continuing rise. 
Once in the system, China has been able to increase its influence gradu-
ally, transitioning from a passive rule taker to a country that will ‘shake’ 
the rules for its own purposes and even function as a rule maker (Gao 
2011). A second key provision of the WTO Agreements facilitating 
China’s peaceful rise has been article XXIII of the Understanding on 
Rules and Procedures Governing the Settlement of Disputes, which 
established a compulsory system of dispute resolution. Contributing 
to China’s influence in the System has been its active participation in 
the dispute resolution system. All new members are required to accept 
a formal dispute settlement mechanism (DSM). At first China avoided 
initiating complaints and, if sued, settled out of Court but since the 2006 
auto parts case China’s behaviour has changed dramatically (Don Harpaz 
2015). Since lodging its first independent complaint in 2007 China has 
been an active, if not aggressive, trade litigant, particularly against the 
US and the EU. China has, in turn, demonstrated a willingness to accept 
dispute settlement by the WTO as a ‘routine and legitimate means of 
resolving trade disputes’ (Don Harpaz 2015: 52).

Economic interdependence is generally regarded as a factor contrib-
uting to China’s continuing peaceful rise relative to the US, despite China 
in security terms increasingly representing what Mearsheimer (2014) 
terms a peer competitor.

The 1982 United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea10

The account has so far been one of key treaties of global governance 
incorporating specific provisions that have left the path clear for China 
to continue its rise in power relative to the US and to wield influence 
in major decision-making at a level commensurate with that increasing 
power. The premise of the chapter has been that we could have expected 
to see China thwarted in its ambitions to continue its rise, or else for it 
to barge ahead in a way that led to high levels of tension, if not outright 
conflict or breakdown of the global institutional architecture where its 
path was blocked. From this perspective, it is instructive to turn our 
attention next to another of the central treaties of the international 

10. United Nations Convention on the North Sea, 10 December 1982, 1833 UNTS 3.
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order that denies legitimacy to a major policy path of China: the United 
Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (LOSC). 

The LOSC was concluded in 1982 following nine years of negotiations 
at the Third United Nations Conference on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS 
III). The PRC had between July 1968 and April 1969 reconstructed its 
foreign policy and the new era of Chinese foreign policy placed consider-
able emphasis on winning the UN seat as well as on championing the 
interests of the Third World (Kim 1974). China participated in its 
negotiation and, despite not being fully satisfied with the final product, 
regarded the outcome as a significant step forward in moving the law 
of the sea away from being merely a means of advancing superpower 
hegemony over the oceans (Yuan 1984). China believed that Third 
World interests had been advanced through recognition, inter alia, of 
a twelve-mile territorial sea and a 200-mile exclusive economic zone 
(Yuan 1984: 416).

Somewhat ironically, given China’s active participation in its negotia-
tion and overall satisfaction with the outcome, this is the cornerstone 
treaty that is currently thwarting China’s ambitions, insofar as it it does 
not contain provisions that accord China legitimate control over the 
adjoining enclosed seas to which China believes it has rightful claim. 
A Chinese atlas of 1947 indicated the extent of China’s authority in the 
South China Sea by way of an eleven-dash line. In 1953, this was reduced 
by two dashes to become the nine-dash line (Gao & Jia 2013). Of the 
cornerstone legal regimes that have been reviewed in this chapter, it is the 
LOSC that so clearly stands in the way of China pursuing its perceived 
maritime interests as a rising power. China’s desire to control vital trade 
routes and secure its ability to exploit energy and marine living resources 
along a 3000 -mile maritime arc running from the East China Sea to 
the south of the South China Sea may be among the motivations for its 
coercive behaviour of recent years in shoring up its position regarding 
several interlinked territorial and resource disputes (Dupont & Baker 
2014). China has also undertaken considerable land reclamation and 
construction of artificial islands and military facilities.An arbitral tribu-
nal constituted under annex VII of the LOSC on 12 July 2016 found inter 
alia that to the extent that China had enjoyed historic rights to resources 
in the waters of the South China Sea, those rights had been extinguished 
to the extent that they were incompatible with the exclusive economic 
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zones provided for in the Convention. The Tribunal found no legal basis 
for China to claim historic rights to resources within the nine-dash line 
and strongly criticized China’s actions both for their effect on the marine 
environment and for aggravating the disputes (Permanent Court of 
Arbitration 2016). From a realist perspective, China’s coercive behaviour 
towards many of its neighbours, ‘including erstwhile friends’ (Dupont 
and Baker 2014: 79), is reminiscent of the 1823 Monroe Doctrine by 
which the US sought regional hegemony on its way toward becoming 
the primary global superpower (Mearsheimer 2014; Scott 2016). ‘If not 
wisely managed, these disputes could bring East Asia’s long peace to a 
premature and bloody end’ (Dupont and Baker 2014: 79).

Conclusions
This chapter has explored the question of the extent to which interna-
tional law has facilitated China rising in a peaceful manner, and thereby 
contributing to the East Asian Peace. The chapter has identified several 
treaties key to regional and global order that have been highly supportive 
of China’s interests, both in terms of substantive provisions and in terms 
of enabling China increasingly to take part in high level multilateral 
decision-making. The LOSC is notable as the one amongst this group 
of treaties that does not support China’s ambitions – in this case in re-
spect of the South China Sea. From the perspective of this chapter, it is 
therefore not surprising that it is here that we are witnessing a potential 
flashpoint as a result of China’s increase in relative economic power vis-
a-vis other states in the region and the United States.
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C H A P T E R  4

Peace by Development

Stein Tønnesson

How can we explain East Asia’s transition from widespread, intense war-
fare for well over a hundred years to an era of regional peace that is now 
in its fourth decade? This peace is defined by a relative absence of armed 
conflict and a low number of conflict-related deaths.1 It has spared people 
of much suffering and provided room for immense economic and social 
improvement. When initiating the East Asian Peace programme at Uppsala 
University in 2010, we chose conflict related deaths – or ‘battle deaths’ – as 
our main dependent variable. The number of East Asian battle deaths fell 
dramatically from the 1970s to 1980s, declined further from the 1980s to 
1990s, and has since stayed at a very low number (1–4 per cent of global 
battle deaths). This change is what we seek to explain. The main independent 
variable to be discussed in this chapter is national priorities: a key, albeit con-
tested, finding from my research is that East Asia’s transition to relative peace 
was caused by a shift in national priorities from ideological nation-building 
to economic growth. When a national government’s paramount priority is 
development, then it needs and makes peace, if it can. Japan was the first 
to make the shift. Others followed, learning from Japan. Some never tried, 
while others tried and failed.

1. An ‘armed conflict’ is defined by the Uppsala Conflict Data Program (UCDP) as 
‘a contested incompatibility that concerns government and/or territory where the 
use of armed force between two parties, of which at least one is the government 
of a state, results in at least 25 battle-related deaths in one calendar year.’ Battle 
deaths are all deaths – military as well as civilian – incurred in situations where 
two identifiable parties use armed force against each other, be it through bombard-
ment, terrorist acts, assassinations or a clash between military forces. Indirect 
deaths from war related famines or disease are not included. Neither are deaths in 
one-sided violence or conflicts where we are unable to identify two parties. http://
www.pcr.uu.se/research/ucdp/definitions/
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I shall first present my developmental peace theory, then compare it 
with rival theories, and finally demonstrate its superiority as an explana-
tion for East Asia’s transition to peace. The chapter does not discuss the 
depth or sustainability of the East Asian Peace. I address these issues in 
a volume published simultaneously with this one: Explaining the East 
Asian Peace (2017).

The flying geese of peace
My theory is inspired by the political economy literature on East Asia, 
which often refers to the ‘Flying Geese’ metaphor of the Japanese 
economist Kaname Akamatsu (1896–1974). He first used it in 1939. It 
describes a pattern of development among East Asian nations, aligned 
successively behind each other at different stages of growth in a wild-
geese-flying pattern. When the labour costs in the most advanced coun-
try ( Japan) became too high in a certain sector, its industries were moved 
to a next tier of geese, and so on, while the lead geese moved on to a more 
advanced technological stage. Akamatsu developed his model at a time 
when Japan controlled most of East Asia militarily. After 1945, when 
Japan’s Greater East Asian Co-Prosperity Sphere fell apart, Akamatsu 
(1962) revised his Flying Geese model to assume a peaceful and non-
militaristic form. Japan once again became the lead goose. In the 1960s, 
it was followed by South Korea, Hong Kong, Taiwan and Singapore, all 
former parts of its empire. In the 1970s, Indonesia came along. China, 
which had resisted the Japanese onslaught from 1931–45, joined the flock 
in the late 1970s, opening itself to Japanese trade and investments. In the 
late 1980s, Vietnam took wing as well. And in the 2000s, China bypassed 
the lead goose and became the world’s main engine of industrial growth. 
Following Akamatsu, developmental peace theory, as derived from the 
East Asian experience, could be called The Flying Geese of Peace Theory.

Developmental peace theory emphasizes institutions, leadership and 
learning. State institutions must have the capacity to implement growth-
promoting policies. National leaders must give top priority to economic 
growth and realize how internal and external stability further this goal. 
For a whole region to become peaceful, nations need to learn from each 
other and follow each other’s lead.

Developmental peace theory is about the pacifying effect of govern-
ment policies rather than markets. A developmentalist state must not 
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cede power to the market; instead it uses the market mechanism both 
domestically and internationally to promote national development. The 
governments of developmental states use their control of the national 
economy to pursue their global economic interests. They promote 
exports, attract foreign aid and investments, receive loans, arrange ac-
cess to advanced technology, and facilitate needed imports. The success 
of all such efforts depends on external and internal stability, and this 
is where peace politics comes in. The developmental state avoids open 
external conflict, and achieves domestic peace, through either effective 
repression or the creation of legitimate institutions, or a combination 
thereof.

Globalization has not reduced the importance of states (Tønnesson 
2004; Vu 2010: 1). It has transformed states from institutions focussed 
on the exercise of power over a bounded territory to actors that promote 
the interests of their homeland and citizens in the global marketplace. 
This transformation has been easier for well-established states than for 
young and fragile ones, less cumbersome for small centralized states 
than big federations, and smoother for developmental than liberal states. 
The liberal states are hampered by their ideology, which divides power 
among several government institutions and precludes them from taking 
a direct role in promoting corporate interests abroad. The illiberal state 
of Singapore, which in the mid-1960s seemed vulnerable because of its 
small size and lack of a hinterland, has formed itself into an ideal-typical 
developmental state, taking maximum advantage of the East Asian Peace 
while never forgetting its dependence on a stable system of international 
security (Leifer 2000).

A developmental state is governed by a determined, economically 
oriented elite with a powerful, competent and insulated economic bu-
reaucracy, a weak civil society, effective management of state owned as 
well as non-state companies, and an effective mix of repression and meri-
tocratic, legitimate governance.2 As Eck emphasizes in this volume, the 
developmental state does not necessarily respect civil and human rights. 
In an East Asian context, Japan, China, South Korea, Taiwan, Malaysia 
and Singapore may be classified as developmental states. The same goes 
for Indonesia and Vietnam, perhaps also for Hun Sen’s Cambodia, while 

2. The definition is inspired by Goldsmith (2013), which in turn is inspired by 
Leftwich (1995).
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the Philippines, Thailand, Laos, North Korea and Myanmar do not 
fit. The Philippines and Thailand are too liberal in the sense that the 
state does not effectively manage its business sector. In Thailand, the 
Crown Property Bureau and the Army own many companies, but the 
government does not control them. Laos, North Korea and Myanmar, 
while aspiring to be developmental, either have not developed sufficient 
state capacity or have given excessive priority to regime (as distinct from 
national) security or the interests of a few rich families. Further, some of 
these nations have been constrained by a lack of economic management 
skills, and by powerful military establishments that prioritize their own 
budgetary needs above the needs of the nation.

Political leadership is central to the developmental peace, even more 
so than in general development theory. In autocracies as well as democra-
cies, decisions on war and peace are taken by small groups of individuals 
(presidents, prime ministers, defence ministers, commanders-in-chief 
and rebel leaders). Leaders may be influenced by public opinion, yet they 
are the captains who decide where to sail in rough waters, and whether 
or not to shoot. So, their priorities are essential. This does not mean 
that one leader alone can set a nation on a new course. A priority shift 
requires a perceived crisis among a larger group, and the new priorities 
must resonate with the emotional needs of public opinion. The leaders 
who set the East Asian nations on a course toward peaceful develop-
ment were not protagonists of any particular model of development, 
but rather pragmatists ready to try new ideas. The greatest of East Asia’s 
reformers, Deng Xiaoping, did not understand market economics. His 
dictum from 1961 ‘it doesn’t matter if a cat is black or yellow, so long as it 
catches mice’ is an expression of pure pragmatism. When Deng assumed 
power in 1978, he did not know what to do but was able to carry out 
reforms proposed by people with more economic expertise. As Deng 
would say, he groped for the stones while crossing the river.

Learning was key. Regional peace came about as a cumulative effect of 
a series of national priority shifts, followed by learning from others. And 
Japan was the professor par excellence. When a new goose decided to 
take wing, it sent a delegation to study Japan’s experience. Developmental 
peace theory is inspired by Legro’s concept of ‘national purpose shifts’ as 
well as his work on learning, and Elliott’s use of Legro’s theory to explain 
Vietnam’s Doi Moi reforms (Legro 2000, 2008; Elliott 2012).
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A national shift to developmental peace is a process with the follow-
ing sequence of political choices. A crisis brings new leaders to power. 
They decide to:

 • prioritize state-driven economic growth,
 • learn from other nations,
 • strive for external and internal stability,
 • accommodate the United States so they can avoid becoming targets 
of its hostility and benefit from its aid, investments and market access,

 • reassure their neighbours,
 • repress or accommodate internal opposition, and, as a result,
 • achieve rapid growth (Overholt 2008; Tønnesson 2015).

All choices stem from the same quest for national development, but the 
logic leading from one choice to the next is not deterministic. Leaders 
take different choices if they have other priorities, and they depend on 
the capacity of their government to implement their policies. Many lead-
ers have tried and failed. In East Asia, all the most powerful nations have 
been able to shift to an economy-first policy, and their governments have 
had the capacity needed to implement reforms and keep the population 
under control. This allowed the region to enter its era of peace.

A short history
The origin of East Asia’s developmental peace may be found in 1945–46, 
when Japan mended its broken wings. A partnership between two 
men, US General Douglas MacArthur and the ageing diplomat Yoshida 
Shigeru, was decisive. They were no pacifists. The warrior MacArthur, 
who governed Japan as a personal fiefdom from 1945–50, imposed a 
peace constitution in order to avoid trouble with America’s wartime 
allies. The conservative aristocrat Yoshida was keen to reconstruct the 
national economy and regain status as an independent nation. Despite 
his support of the peace constitution, he was not opposed to using vio-
lence; he repressed his country’s leftist workers movement in pursuit of 
his national goals. He became prime minister under US tutelage because 
he had not held any power during the war, and yet had close connec-
tions to the Emperor. Yoshida’s Japan was emerging from a profound 
crisis, with its cities in ruins. In a situation of national shame, Yoshida 
and his fellow ministers ‘embraced defeat’ (Dower 1991). This reflected 
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a widespread Japanese attitude. Those who found defeat so dishonour-
able as to make their life unbearable did not resort to guerrilla tactics 
or terrorism, but instead committed suicide (for the role of honour as a 
constraint on genuine peace, see Melander this volume). Not a single US 
soldier was killed in anger after Japan’s surrender, and the new Japanese 
Diet dutifully adopted its peace constitution, which forbade the nation 
from waging war or having an army.

Article 9 of the Japanese constitution is at the origin of the East 
Asian Peace. It was something entirely new: a major power, situated in 
a volatile region, prohibited itself from using force against others. The 
price of Japan’s WW II defeat was subordination of itself to America: it 
signed a treaty of alliance and allowed foreign bases on its territory. In 
exchange, Japan kept its emperor, gained formal independence and was 
presented with an opportunity for economic gain. Article 9 also helped 
other nations overcome their fear of a Japanese imperialist resurgence.

In the 1920s–30s, Yoshida had advocated the use of force against 
opponents of Japanese interests in China, but he warned against getting 
bogged down in long-term warfare or risking conflict with the Western 
powers. After Japan’s defeat, he chose to work with MacArthur and made 
it his goal to forestall a return to militarism. Even at the height of the Cold 
War, Yoshida managed to keep military costs at a minimum, so he could 
concentrate on Japan’s economic recovery (Yoshida 1961; Dower 1988).

Yoshida did not apply a British or American model. Instead he built 
on Japan’s Meiji era (1868–1912) reforms, which in their time had 
been inspired by Germany and other European countries. He built a 
new developmental state with a competent bureaucracy in the Ministry 
of Finance, and a new Ministry of International Trade and Industry 
(MITI). With its national security guaranteed by the United States, 
Japan could create East Asia’s first developmental peace state.

In 1949–50, when Mao took over China and North Korea invaded 
South Korea, MacArthur and the Pentagon regretted the peace consti-
tution. They now wanted Japan as partner in war. Under US pressure, 
Yoshida allowed the creation of a self-defence force but declined to send 
troops to Japan’s former colony. Instead Japan made money on the war 
by selling goods to the US forces in Korea. This kick-started Japan’s 
boom. Japan repeated the trick when the United States bogged itself 
down in Vietnam.
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Yoshida’s unassuming foreign policy would be known as ‘the Yoshida 
Doctrine’. It was controversial both on Japan’s right and left, but allowed 
the country to achieve prosperity. Only after becoming rich did Japan 
stagnate in the 1990s. And despite being a staunch US ally, it has so far 
upheld its constitutional prohibition from taking part in any war.

Others emulated Japan, setting economic development as their 
paramount goal. South Korea’s dictator Park Chung-hee (1961–79) 
was a former Japanese imperial officer who remained deeply inspired 
by Japan. He normalized relations with Tokyo in 1965 in exchange for 
Japanese aid and investment. He avoided war with North Korea and 
contributed troops to Vietnam in exchange for US aid, and set South 
Korea on a course toward prosperity by governing the market and pro-
moting industrialization. When Lee Kuan Yew’s Singapore was thrown 
out of the Malaysian Federation in 1965, it also applied a state-driven 
developmental policy, emphasizing political stability internally and 
externally, with astounding success. In 1966, Indonesia made a similar 
change under General Suharto’s New Order. He abandoned founding 
President Sukarno’s confrontational policy towards Malaysia, sought 
rapprochement with Japan and the United States, formed ASEAN in 
1967 with Malaysia, the Philippines, Thailand and Singapore, and com-
bined a successful economy-first policy with harsh internal repression. 
On Taiwan, Chiang Ching-kuo (prime minister 1972–78 and president 
1978–88) abandoned his father Chiang Kai-shek’s dream of reconquer-
ing mainland China and carried out instead a successful developmental 
policy based on boosted trade with Japan and the United States, implicit 
US protection under the Taiwan Relations Act (1979), and enhanced 
regime legitimacy through liberal reforms. After a national crisis caused 
by ethnic riots in 1969, Malaysia adopted a New Economic Policy 
(NEP) in 1971, giving ethnic Malays a preferential stake in commerce 
and industry in order to enhance ethno-political stability. In 1981, when 
Mahathir Mohamad took charge, he modified the NEP by adopting a 
growth-promoting ‘Look East’ policy, inspired by Japan, and used emer-
gency laws to prevent leftist as well as Islamist groups from disrupting 
ethnic and political stability (see Svensson in this volume).

Most important of all: when Mao died in 1976, his Cultural 
Revolution ended and a sense of crisis spread within the Communist 
Party. In 1978, after a power struggle ended in the defeat of the Maoist 
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‘Gang of Four’, Deng Xiaoping took charge. He gave up his Maoist 
conviction that there would soon be a Third World War, undertook 
study tours to Singapore, Japan and the United States, and set China 
on its road to peaceful development. Since March 1979, when China 
withdrew from a brief but bloody invasion of northern Vietnam, China 
has not engaged in any armed international conflict, except for a number 
of border skirmishes with Vietnam between 1980–87 and a naval bat-
tle with Vietnam in the Spratly island group in March 1988. Further, 
China’s huge internal security forces have deterred any armed rebellion 
on its territory.

While China was making its transition, Vietnam was bogged down 
in counter-insurgency warfare in Cambodia and a fateful Soviet alli-
ance. When Mikhail Gorbachev announced his perestroika reform 
movement and cancelled aid to Vietnam, Hanoi understood that it 
must emulate Japan, South Korea and China. Once party chief Le Duan 
died in 1986, the stage was set for Doi Moi, Vietnam’s version of reform, 
which paradoxically began at a time when Truong Chinh, the country’s 
veteran Marxist ideologue, served as party leader. After he died in 1988, 
his successors encouraged export-oriented industry and withdrew all 
Vietnamese troops from Cambodia, normalized relations with China 
and the United States, and joined ASEAN in 1995, all of which helped 
to spur rapid growth.

Once all these countries, which had sufficient state capacity to im-
plement reforms while controlling their populations, had opted out of 
war in favour of development, the region entered its era of peace. The 
process of priority shifts and learning forms the basis for the theory of 
developmental peace. It covers both inter- and intrastate peace. The 
theory is singular and grounded in the discipline of history, and explains 
peace in one region only. Unlike most International Relations theories, 
mine is not a global theory that uses East Asia as a case. It is derived 
inductively from the East Asian experience and may not have relevance 
elsewhere. Yet it does not seem impossible that geese of peace might 
some day fly from battlefields in Middle Eastern, African or post-Soviet 
states. Nations like Kenya, Rwanda and Turkey have tried. Iran may now 
also be trying. As in East Asia, success requires a confluence of crisis, 
priority change, state capacity and learning, and an accommodating 
international environment with markets open to trade.
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As already mentioned, some East Asian nations have been unwilling 
or unable to take wing. Their failures may help discern the necessary 
conditions for success. Laos, Cambodia and Brunei have implemented 
parts of the model. Myanmar has tried since 2010–11. Its military junta 
retired in 2011, leaving President Thein Sein (2011–16) with a mandate 
to get rid of sanctions and catch up economically. Myanmar has long 
enjoyed international peace, but has been ravaged by internal warfare. A 
condition for its success will be cooperation and a clear division of labour 
between the civilian part of the government (led by State Councillor 
Aung San Suu Kyi), the powerful military with its vast constitutional 
prerogatives, the elected national, state and regional assemblies, and 
the country’s many ethnic parties and armed ethnic groups. The big 
question is if they can reach a workable federal solution and focus on 
economic development.

The past presidents of the Philippines have not been able to imple-
ment a developmental policy, nor have they managed to put an end to 
the country’s communist or Islamic insurgencies. Some presidents have 
tried (notably Fidel Ramos 1992–98). Their failures had much to do 
with weak state capacity; rich landowners could ignore or obstruct 
government policies. Under the presidency of Benigno Aquino III 
(2011–16), the government reached a peace agreement with the Moro 
Islamic Liberation Front (MILF) but failed to get Congress to adopt the 
necessary legislation. The highly controversial new president from 2016, 
Rodrigo Duterte, was quick to make a bid for peace with the communist 
rebels, and an indefinite ceasefire was agreed in August 2016. Duterte 
seems to be engaged in a radical attempt to make peace internally, using 
a mix of violent threats and generous offers, so he can concentrate on his 
plan to federalize the Philippines and attract Chinese investments that 
would enable Mindanao to catch up with Luzon. Duterte’s profile is not 
all that different from some of the region’s most famous developmental 
leaders. Yet, like Thailand’s former PM Thaksin Shinawatra, Duterte 
could end up as a failure if his impatience, anti-Americanism and 
disrespect for human rights provoke resistance from the Philippines’ 
traditional elite and officer corps.

Thailand has enjoyed substantial growth despite the absence of a 
sustained developmental policy. King Rama IX (1946–2016) hewed to 
a retrogressive economic self-subsistence philosophy, and the Thai mili-
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tary has consistently eluded civilian control, seizing power on numerous 
occasions and withdrawing to the barracks only when its governance 
failures became too evident. Since 2004, Thailand has been unable to 
prevent a drawn-out insurgency in its Malay-Muslim south and, during 
2008–11, the army engaged in a border conflict with Cambodia. Even 
worse for national cohesion has been the polarized power struggle in 
Bangkok between two national factions or ‘networks’ that compete with 
one another for the support of an independent-minded army (McCargo 
2005, 2012). Since 2014, democracy has been suspended by a military 
junta with limited economic competence.

The least developmental state in East Asia is North Korea. The Kim 
dynasty has never felt secure enough to open up for international trade 
and investment, instead seeking regime security through an expensive 
leader cult and a military-first policy (Songun), building nuclear weapons 
and thus provoking UN sanctions, which in turn have further boosted 
Pyongyang’s sense of insecurity and further condemned its people to 
poverty. Although the young Kim Jong Un claims to place economic 
development on a par with military security, he has in practice given top 
priority to acquiring a nuclear deterrent.

To sum up, developmental peace theory identifies the East Asian 
Peace as a singular phenomenon, belonging to a specific era in one 
particular region. The states that did not join the peace either disturbed 
it (North Korea) or were unable to prevent violent opposition at home 
(the Philippines, Thailand, Myanmar). The theory claims that the main 
factor behind the regional transition to peace is a series of shifts in na-
tional purpose among its main powers.

I shall now compare developmental peace theory with other theories.

Liberal theories
For a long time the liberal agenda was dominated by democratic peace 
theory, which is presented as an explanation for two widely observed 
phenomena: democratic countries rarely fight each other, and well-
established democracies above a certain GDP level are unlikely to expe-
rience civil war. Liberal scholars have also emphasized institutionalised 
international cooperation, which precludes conflict by bringing nations 
together and instituting conflict resolution. In the last decade, many 
liberal scholars have sought inspiration from Immanuel Kant’s (1795) 
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idea of peace through trade, describing their efforts as capitalist peace 
theories. Russett and Oneal (2001) combine all three factors in their 
influential book Triangulating Peace: when a region consists of (1) de-
mocracies that develop (2) international cooperation and are (3) open 
to integration through trade and investments, it most likely enjoys peace.

 This is a convincing theory if we want to explain how a region can 
solidify its peace and make it self-evident, as has happened in West/
Central Europe. However, peace triangulation does not explain how 
peace comes about in the first place. Peace within the EU is today 
probably over-determined, since it is based at the same time on shared 
democracy, trans-national institutions, and economic integration, al-
though just one of them might have been enough to uphold peace. This, 
however, was not the case at the outset: the peace in Western Europe was 
created in the aftermath of the defeat of Nazi Germany by a shared fear 
of Soviet domination. Then it was bolstered by economic integration 
in the Coal and Steel Union, the gradual construction of the European 
Economic Community (EEC), which later became the European Union 
(EU), and shared democratic values. The adoption of democratic sys-
tems of governance became a precondition for new countries to join the 
EU.

 The long peace of East Asia is not built on a similar, triangular foun-
dation, and may therefore be more challenging – and also rewarding – to 
explain. It is not over-determined since there are not three explanations 
that are all consistent with the available evidence. In East Asia, only one 
of Russett and Oneal’s explanatory variables is consistent over most of 
the region, and this is economic integration. This could mean that eco-
nomic integration is the main explanatory factor when a region enters 
into a long period of peace, and that the two other factors in the triangle 
are spurious. Or it could mean that economic integration is sufficient to 
generate a fairly long regional peace but that trans-national institutions 
and shared democracy must be added in order for a regional peace to 
become perpetual.

East Asia is composed of 16 recognized and one de facto state (Taiwan) 
with forms of governance that range from despotism (North Korea), to 
personal or military dictatorship (Brunei, Thailand), authoritarian party 
rule (China, Vietnam, Laos), unstable democracy with autonomous 
armed forces (Myanmar, the Philippines, Timor-Leste), semi-democracy 
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dominated by one party (Cambodia, Malaysia, Singapore), to stable de-
mocracy ( Japan, Indonesia, Mongolia, South Korea, Taiwan). Although 
democratisation may have led some countries to adopt peaceful policies, 
democratic peace theory cannot explain the East Asian Peace.

As for international cooperation, all the East Asian states except 
Taiwan are UN members, and many have joined other global organiza-
tions. Scott (in this volume) shows how international law, and China’s 
permanent membership in the UN Security Council, have helped 
facilitate its peaceful rise. Yet political integration of East Asia remains 
limited. It maintains consultative frameworks around the Association 
of Southeast Asian Nations: ASEAN+3, ASEAN Regional Forum and 
East Asian Summits, but has no regional organisation that even vaguely 
resembles the EU. Only since 2008 have China, South Korea and Japan 
held annual triangular summits. So the fact of the East Asian Peace may 
indicate that neither shared democratic governance nor regional institu-
tional cooperation is a necessary condition for peace. Democracy and 
institutional cooperation no doubt make peace more sustainable, but a 
region may keep the peace for a long time even without those factors.

The main factor that is common to both West/Central Europe and 
East Asia is economic integration through trade and investment. This 
provides a basis for capitalist peace theory, a good example of which 
may be found in Goldsmith’s chapter in this volume. Capitalist peace 
theory comes in several forms. There is, however, little agreement 
among proponents on how capitalism promotes peace (Mousseau 
2010: 185). Some think capitalist nations are unlikely to go to war 
for domestic reasons: a cost-aware public does not allow adventurous 
policies. Others talk of dyads: interdependent nations do not go to war. 
McDonald (2009) goes as far as to identify five mechanisms by which 
interdependence leads to peace: a) using force becomes too costly for 
states depending on others through trade; b) as commerce grows, there 
is little to gain from plundering resources instead of buying them; c) 
trade establishes contact and mutual understanding; d) trade provides 
signalling mechanisms used to avoid conflict; e) regional trading ar-
rangements institutionalize peace.

Some point out that in a dyad, one side can depend more on the other 
than vice versa (Austria on Germany in the 1930s; Russia on China to-
day). Some take into account that trade is not the same as dependence. 
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A nation depends on its trading partners only if the imported goods or 
the export market are irreplaceable. Big markets like the United States 
and EU cannot be easily replaced, but small markets can.

Transnational economic interdependence has in any case grown 
exponentially since the formation of transnational production networks 
managed by huge companies like Apple, Huawei, Toyota or Nike 
(Ravenhill 2014). Factories are placed in a country with low-cost labour, 
using machinery from a highly developed country, components from 
middle-income countries and financial services from a country with low-
cost English-speaking clerks; the assembled product is finally exported to 
the EU or the United States. Each link in such production chains may be 
replaceable, but the chain itself relies on effective, unhindered and secure 
infrastructures, which in turn depend on stable international relations.

What impact does the existence of such supply chains have on 
interstate relations? Companies expect governments to maintain a 
basic infrastructure, provide education and health services, regulate job 
markets, maintain law and order, issue permits with a minimum of red 
tape, and maintain a tax structure that does not hinder competitiveness. 
Companies dislike physical and legal hindrances, yet they expect legal 
protection of their property rights. Some states accomplish the compet-
ing tasks of repressing opposition (for the good of development) and 
maintaining a productive economic climate by assigning each task to a 
different governmental level. If a country has a decentralized system of 
governance, for example, then companies may deal directly with city, 
district or provincial authorities without bothering much about a cen-
tral government whose repressive activities provide a business-friendly 
framework of social and political stability.

If all of this shall contribute to peaceful relations between states, then 
the central governments, which decide on war and peace, must either 
themselves take into account the likely cost of a disruption of transna-
tional production chains, or be influenced by business leaders. I have not 
seen studies of what transnational companies do to influence govern-
ments in crisis situations. The Sino–Japanese crises over the Senkaku/
Diaoyu islands in 2010 and 2012, neither of which brought a military 
confrontation, might lend themselves to such study if the confidential 
files on both sides could be opened to researchers (for useful beginnings 
in this direction, see chapters by Ryu and Ross in this volume). Did ei-
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ther side back away from escalation for fear of being defeated, or because 
it thought the cost of victory would be too high?

In addition to making risk assessments and being lobbied by compa-
nies, governments may be influenced by the rise and fall of currencies, 
bonds or stocks. Such movements serve as signals from the market. 
We do not know how the 2015 crisis on the Chinese stock market in-
fluenced China’s foreign policy, but afterwards, in conjunction with a 
slowdown in China’s economic growth, Beijing turned less assertive and 
more diplomatic in its dealings with other countries than it had been in 
the first years of Xi Jinping’s leadership.

Capitalist peace theory comes in two versions. The first emphasizes 
the domestic system, saying that if a national economy is free from direct 
government interference, and there is a strong civil society with dense, 
contractual relationships and a pervasive legal culture, governments 
are prevented from engaging in foreign policy adventures. Pacification 
thus comes in the form of societal influence on government (McDonald 
2009: 17–18; Mousseau 2010: 189). The other version assumes that 
the global market influences state behaviour. Trade or trade expecta-
tions (Copeland 1996; 2003; 2015), cross-border investments, financial 
openness (Gartzke et al. 2001) and transnational production chains 
convey constraints and incentives for state behaviour through risk as-
sessments, business lobbying and market signals. In the first version the 
state is above the market. In the second it is part of it.

The first version distinguishes between liberal and illiberal states. A 
liberal state provides public goods such as health, education, policing and 
defence while macro-managing the economy through regulatory agen-
cies that are empowered to enforce standards of behaviour, which in turn 
prevent market failures or abuse of market power. It is constrained by 
accountability mechanisms, a vibrant civil society and an independent 
business sector. A government that takes actions detrimental to the health 
of the economy will be punished by falling bond values, stock markets 
and employment. Following the theory’s logic, governments that take 
these concerns seriously are rarely tempted to engage in conflicts abroad.

This is hardly convincing. Two of the world’s most liberal states, the 
United Kingdom and the United States, have fought numerous wars, 
and are fighting even as this book goes to press. Elected decision-makers 
in liberal states are less closely connected with business executives than 
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their counterparts in developmental states, and may depend for their 
re-election on constituencies with scant regard for business interests. 
Democracies may have decision-making structures that fail to take 
anticipated costs into consideration. While the UK has not generally 
fallen into this trap, because of the strength and strong influence of its 
Treasury, the United States has often failed to integrate thrift into its 
decision-making. It has intervened militarily in Vietnam, Afghanistan 
and Iraq even though its best economic and strategic experts foresaw 
a costly failure. Fluctuations in its stock markets have not had much 
dampening effect; indeed they have tended to react enthusiastically to 
military adventures. Niall Ferguson claims that the United States is more 
impulsive, less consistent and less calculating in its imperial policies than 
the British Empire used to be (Ferguson 2004). Donald Trump seems 
likely to uphold that tradition.

The second theory is more plausible. Governments are acutely aware 
of their dependence on the global market. This cannot but enter into 
their calculations. I shall now concentrate on how the global version of 
capitalist peace theory challenges my own developmental theory.

Capitalist or developmental peace?
It is difficult to find ways to test capitalist and developmental peace 
theory against each other. Most data are compatible with both. Liberal 
and developmental states are part of the same global system. A devel-
opmental state might abstain from using force either because of its 
developmentalism or due to its dependence on the global market. The 
East Asian Peace emerged in an era of unprecedented growth in intra-
regional and extra-regional trade. This, again, is consistent with the 
expectations of both theories.

A key difference is that capitalist theory focuses on structural con-
straints and incentives while developmental theory highlights the inde-
pendent influence of leadership perceptions and priorities. Agency-based 
theories acknowledge the influence of constraints and incentives only to 
the extent that they are present in the decision-maker’s mind. Structural 
theories assume, without having to demonstrate it, that decision-makers 
assess economic risks and base their choices on such assessment.

This leads to another difference. While capitalist theory provides a 
basis for predicting a lasting peace if only the capitalist system survives, 
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developmental theory claims that future peace depends on the ability of 
decision makers to uphold the economy as their main priority, and see 
the cost of war as an unacceptable burden to economic progress.

If we compare the developmental and non-developmental states in 
East Asia, it is striking that the latter – North Korea, the Philippines, 
Thailand and Myanmar – have had more militarized disputes and inter-
nal armed conflicts than the region’s main developmental states – Japan, 
China, South Korea, Taiwan, Indonesia, Malaysia, Singapore, Vietnam 
and Cambodia. But then, the state’s capacity for repressing or co-opting 
rebels is part of the definition of a developmental state.

Some attempts have been made to test capitalist and developmental 
theory by using historical evidence. Kivimäki has looked for unsuccess-
ful developmentalist leaders, reasoning that existence of a developmen-
tal government that obtains peace without achieving economic growth 
would support the peacemaking potency of developmentalism. The 
clearest example he found was Ramon Magsaysay’s government in the 
Philippines (1950–53), which made peace internally during a period 
of sluggish economic activity (Kivimäki 2014: 94). Since it is unclear 
if peace came about as a result of Magsaysay’s quest for development, 
and since we talk about internal and not interstate war, the case can 
hardly be used to falsify any rival theory. However, Kivimäki also found 
an interstate case. From the formation of ASEAN in 1967, its members 
kept peace with each other even as intra-ASEAN trade diminished 
as a share of each state’s overall trade. This could suggest that peace 
was due to a shared developmentalist identity rather than economic 
interdependence. This is not a logical conclusion, however, if we take 
into consideration that the reduced share of intra-ASEAN trade in each 
country’s overall trade was not due to a reduction in the total volume of 
intra-ASEAN trade but to an increase in every ASEAN country’s trade 
with the rest of the world. Extra-regional and intra-regional economic 
integration may both have a pacifying effect on inter-state relations.

A developmental state’s control of its business sector has several 
implications that may or may not promote peace. On the one hand, it 
can make a government more sensitive to economic risk because the 
government bears it more directly than a liberal state government. On 
the other, a developmentalist government may use the economy as a 
tool in its foreign policy, and gamble on expected gain. Goldsmith (in 
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this volume) has looked for statistical evidence of differences in behav-
iour of liberal and developmental states. Intriguingly, he finds that while 
liberal states tend to avoid militarized disputes with other states, devel-
opmental states enter more frequently into such disputes, but prevent 
them from escalating.

This could fit the contemporary situation in the Taiwan Strait, where 
the more and more liberal government in Taipei has sought to avoid mili-
tarized disputes, while the developmental PRC has used military threats 
and missile tests without going as far as to provoke a military confronta-
tion. But then this may have more to do with the relative strength of the two 
sides.3 In the last few decades, Beijing has acquired a capacity for destroy-
ing Taiwan’s infrastructure with land-based missiles deployed along the 
mainland coast, but has avoided any outright crisis since 1995–96, even 
in the period when President Chen Hsui-bian sought to alter Taiwan’s in-
ternational status (2000–08). China is also expected to continue to show 
restraint although the current president Tsai Ing-wen (2016– ), who like 
Chen Hsui-bian represents the Democratic Progressive Party (DPP), 
identifies independence as a long-term goal.4 She is expected to refrain 
from policies that could provoke military reactions from the mainland. If 
these expectations are fulfilled, could this outcome be explained mainly 
by the high level of cross-strait investments, trade and communication, 
or by the domestic functioning of Taiwan’s liberal political system? Or 
might it be due to the fact that both states are in a sense developmental? 
Or would it simply, as realists would contend, follow from the US policy 
of deterring the mainland and holding Taiwan back from seeking inde-
pendence? The economic loss to be expected from a war has increased 
exponentially. This may have led to restraint on both sides. 

While the case of Taiwan is interesting, it is difficult to use it to weigh 
capitalist against developmental theory, since both are compatible with 
the evidence. However, if President Donald Trump should abandon the 
United States support for the One China policy and encourage Taiwanese 
independence, then the resulting crisis could test the relative impact of 

3. A whole chapter of McDonald (2009) is dedicated to the Taiwan case, and Kastner 
(2015) provides a highly illuminating study of the impact of economic interdepen-
dence on cross-Strait relations. 

4. For a realist explanation of why the 1995–96 Taiwan Strait crisis did not lead to 
war, see Ross 2009: 133–78.
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nationalist emotions, regime security, geo-strategic calculations and eco-
nomic risk in Beijing’s and Taipei’s decision-making.

I have not found any conclusive statistical evidence to help settle 
the issue of whether developmentalism or economic interdependence 
is the most important factor. One reason why I have come to have 
more confidence in developmental than capitalist peace theory is my 
focus on the onset of regional peace. I have given less attention to how 
the peace has been maintained after it began. Capitalist peace theory 
does not provide a good explanation for the shifts to peace-promoting 
policies in Japan 1945–46, South Korea 1961, Indonesia and Singapore 
1965–66, Taiwan and Malaysia in the 1960s–70s, China 1978, Vietnam 
1986–89, Cambodia in the 1990s, or Myanmar 2010–11. These shifts 
were not caused by growing trade and interdependence, but rather by 
the lack of such; or maybe by a feeling of backwardness at a time when 
one’s neighbours thrived. When perceiving a national crisis, new leaders 
decided to opt for internal and external stability in order to catch up 
with others economically. One feature of capitalism was, however, es-
sential: access to the United States and European markets. Without this 
option, the developmental states might not have emerged. Their trade 
expectations (Copeland 2015) were more important than their actual 
trade. Only after trade volumes grew did developmental states become 
more concerned with the economic risks that might accompany danger-
ous foreign policies. In other words, a peace fostered by a developmental 
state was later buttressed by capitalist peace incentives. 

Realism
Realist theory, as conveyed by Ross in this volume, offers itself as rel-
evant to explaining the onset of regional peace. Japan had little choice in 
1945–46 but to accommodate the wishes of its occupying power; in the 
1950s–60s it was prevented by the United States from resuming normal 
trade and diplomatic relations with mainland China. This was power 
politics. China’s shift in 1978 was predicated on its rapprochement with 
the United States a few years earlier, and a shared Sino–US interest in 
containing the Soviet Union. As Kreutz emphasizes in this volume, 
Sino–US rapprochement and Sino–Soviet rivalry also led China to 
improve its relations with non-communist governments in the region 
and cease supporting communist rebels there, thus enabling some such 
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governments to overcome internal strife. This created an international 
environment where developmental states, regardless of whether they 
were led by military dictators, communist parties or elected govern-
ments, could thrive on the global market.

The cooperation established by China and the United States in the 
1970s survived the repression of the democratic movement in Beijing 
in 1989, Gorbachev’s removal of the Soviet threat, and the dissolution 
of the Soviet Union. China and the United States are still at peace today, 
although the relationship is marred by tension. It could be true, as Ross 
argues, that peace between the world’s two main powers has been made 
possible by a combination of US military predominance and Chinese 
nuclear deterrence, which together underpin an implicit arrangement: 
China is allowed to dominate the continent, while the United States is 
allowed to dominate the Asia-Pacific rim through alliance treaties and 
other security arrangements (Ross 1999; 2009: 4; Yan 2003: 35).

Yet there is more to the East Asian Peace than geography, alliance pat-
terns and deterrence. The United States has not so far contained China 
but has traded with it, invested in it, and encouraged its economic rise. 
And China has placed its revenue in US bonds and other assets. There 
is tension, yes, but as yet no Cold War or brinkmanship. The East Asian 
Peace has not so far resembled the ‘Long Peace’ between the US and 
USSR in the Cold War period. In spite of numerous Sino–US incidents 
at sea and in the air (notably when China has tried to intimidate Taiwan 
or prevent US military reconnaissance near its coast) Sino–US rela-
tions have not seen any arms race or missile crisis. Although China has 
invested heavily in modern weaponry and keeps a huge army, it has not 
allowed military expenditures to destroy its civilian economy in the way 
the Soviet leaders did and as Vladimir Putin has been doing. Instead, 
China, the United States and Japan allowed their economies to become 
more and more integrated and more and more interdependent – at least 
until 2014, when global trade began to decline.

Only North Korea allows its economy to be destroyed by a ‘military 
first’ policy. In order to explain the ‘peace’ that reigns between the two 
Korean states, we have to resort to realism – although the priority given 
by South Korea to its own economic well-being also plays a role. South 
Korea’s choice not to attack the North militarily cannot be explained 
simply by North Korea’s military capabilities, US warnings or fear of 
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China’s reaction. It is also because South Korea gives less priority to 
national unification than to the well-being of its own citizens. The same 
could be the case with China’s restraint vis-à-vis Taiwan. A key difference 
between the ‘Cold Peace’ between East and West Europe 1945–89 and 
the ‘Hot Peace’ in East Asia today is that the former included economic 
warfare. One of the three cornerstones in Russett & Oneal’s triangular 
theory remains present in East Asia: functional economic integration. 
Realist theory helps explain that it was possible for East Asian states to 
opt for peace but not that they actually did. They needed the right pri-
orities. What made peace happen was a series of national priority shifts, 
following Japan’s lead.

Conclusion
Developmental peace theory provides the most convincing explanation 
for the cumulative onset of the East Asian Peace. Yet it is time to admit 
that it does not provide a complete explanation for the regional transi-
tion. The contributions made by the other theoretical approaches rep-
resented in this volume, must be acknowledged. I would like to suggest 
precisely how each theory enters the general explanation while leaving 
national priority shifts as the key factor.

The onset of regional peace in the 1970s–80s depended on Sino–US 
rapprochement from 1971 onward, continued Sino–US cooperation 
after the end of the Cold War and access to Western markets. This is 
where realist theory comes in. It explains how the opportunity structure 
emerged that allowed the onset of a developmental peace. The theory of 
capitalist peace does not belong here. It cannot explain the onset of peace 
but may provide a plausible explanation for why it would last. As long as 
the global economy grew, East Asia’s developmental states could expect 
to benefit from integration in the global market. Copeland and Snyder 
rightfully point out that governments are more likely to be motivated 
by their expectations for the future than by assessments of the current 
situation (Copeland 1996, 2003, 2015; Snyder 2016). China, as long as it 
expects to gain more influence in the future through continued economic 
growth, is likely to abstain from policies leading to open confrontation. 
Russia must, by contrast, expect to lose power, because of its reliance on 
oil and gas price fluctuations, its lack of business innovation and its sad 
demographic prospects. This could explain why it tries to capitalize on 
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its military investments and use force in its foreign policy, while China 
does not (Tønnesson & Baev 2017). Luckily, there is no big country like 
Russia in East Asia. Japan is bound up in its alliance with the United States, 
and China is constrained by its developmentalism. And in spite of much 
talk of decline, the United States is not in a situation similar to Russia’s. 
United States demography and capacity for economic innovation and 
restructuring continue to give ground for bright expectations. Hence, it 
seems likely that the East Asian Peace will continue for some time, in 
spite of all the uncertainties created by a revisionist US presidency.

Is the East Asian Peace viable in the longer term? It follows logically 
from the explanation above that the answer must depend on the capac-
ity of national leaders in the region to uphold economy-first – or green 
growth – policies. If nationalist impulses (Ryu in this volume) and fears 
for national or regime security take precedence over national growth as 
a priority, the peace will be at risk. If there is a general economic reces-
sion, or China’s economy stagnates in the way the Japanese did in the 
1990s, then it will be difficult to keep economic growth as an overriding 
priority. Although it should be even more important in times of crisis to 
prioritise measures aimed directly at crisis management, it is politically 
difficult to uphold goals that cannot be reached within a reasonable 
amount of time. Other goals then tend to take precedence.

The extent to which economic development can remain an over-
riding priority in countries that have already reached a high level of 
prosperity, such as Japan, South Korea and Singapore, also remains an 
open question. And then there is the worrisome factor that is already on 
everyone’s lips, the downward slide in Sino–US relations. Mutual fear 
and distrust have been mounting. So, perhaps it is time to acknowledge 
the essential contribution of Russett & Oneal’s triangulating theory: in 
order for the East Asian Peace to become truly sustainable, economy-
first policies and transnational economic integration are hardly suf-
ficient. A viable peace may need more than one foundation. Regional 
institutional integration and shared democratic values would no doubt 
make regional peace more sustainable.
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C H A P T E R  5

Peace by External 
Withdrawal

Joakim Kreutz

This chapter focuses on the role of external actors in making East Asia 
one of the most war-torn regions in the world for decades, and how ac-
tive policy shifts by these external parties subsequently led to the East 
Asian Peace. Peace is defined as the absence of political organized armed 
conflict – both interstate and internal – even though external support 
also affects state repression (see Eck in this volume) and conflict in-
tensity in the form of battle deaths in war (Bjarnegård & Kreutz in this 
volume). To identify variation in the external involvement, this study 
examines the region itself over time to see whether similar policy shifts 
by several actors combine to account for the pattern of armed conflict 
in East Asia. ‘External’ refers not only to states outside of the region 
(for example France, Soviet Union, United Kingdom and the United 
States) but also to situations of active involvement by regional powers in 
conflicts outside their own borders.

In the first section, I outline three approaches that external powers 
can adopt towards conflicts: supporting armed force, non-involvement 
and supporting conflict resolution. I then empirically analyze the 
prevalence of each approach towards armed conflict in East Asia since 
the Second World War, finding a general shift over time away from 
supporting armed force towards supporting conflict resolution. This 
is followed by a discussion about possible explanations for this shift, 
including arguments found in the international relations literature such 
as power balancing (Waltz 1979; Ross in this volume), economic pri-
orities (Goldsmith, Tønnesson in this volume) and regional institutions 
(Kivimäki 2011; Acharya 2014). I conclude that none of these theo-

Bjarnegaard-Kreutz_book.indd   78 12/04/2017   11:09



79

Peace by External Withdrawal

ries can fully account for these policy shifts, and instead contend that 
decisions by the external powers were made with an eye to their own 
domestic policy considerations. Many local East Asian actors were not 
supportive of new policies that promoted a reduced use of violence, and 
the civil conflicts least dependent on outside support have continued 
into the present. The implications of this argument for the future are 
worrying. It implies that many actors in East Asia may not be committed 
to the use of non-violence for political aims and that the region might 
experience new wars if external support for violent means becomes 
more widespread.

Defining external intervention in conflict
There is a prominent tradition of scholarly work on how third-party 
involvement influences the use of violence both between and within 
states. External intervention can be broadly defined as ‘military and/or 
economic activities in the international affairs of a foreign country (…) 
with the aim of affecting the balance of power between the (…) forces’ 
(Regan 1998: 758) but very few studies explore the diversity of meas-
ures covered by this broad definition. Instead, most studies categorize 
intervention as third-party actions either in the form of military support 
or in the form of mediation to settle a conflict issue. From this literature, 
we know that third-party action has been proven to influence conflict 
dynamics, compared to cases without external actors.

To sum up the state-of-the art findings from quantitative studies, we 
know that outside support in the form of troops, weapons or intelligence 
intended to strengthen one of the belligerents in conflict usually lead to 
escalating violence and longer conflicts (Regan 2002; Gleditsch 2007; 
Salehyan 2007; Cunningham 2010). At the same time, external inter-
ventions aimed at ending a conflict result in decreased violence, more 
likely peace settlements and more post-conflict stability (Walter 2002; 
Wilkenfeld et al. 2007; Fortna & Howard 2008; Hultman, Kathman & 
Shannon 2014).

The reason why external support has such an impact with regard to 
both facilitating and resolving conflict is that third parties influence the 
capabilities of the belligerents. Considering there is always some risk 
for armed struggle, given that disputes and grievances exist (Ross; Ryu; 
Yap, all in this volume), then the opportunity cost of the use of force will 
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determine whether or not we see war (Fearon & Laitin 2003). If one 
side perceives a greater chance of winning a military contest due to sup-
port from the outside, there is a greater probability that it will use armed 
force and be unwilling to compromise. This doesn’t only influence the 
prevalence of war, but also how violent conflicts will be. International 
wars involving alliances and civil conflicts with external supporters have 
been found to lead to more battle deaths than contained local disputes 
(Harbom & Wallensteen 2005; Lacina, Gleditsch & Russett 2006).

When external actors, including intergovernmental actors such as 
the UN and ASEAN, instead deploy their support and resources for 
ending conflict and promote non-violent political means, this will shape 
the cost-benefit analysis of local political actors. Without external sup-
port, it will be more difficult to mobilize rebels while the international 
community can facilitate reforms that make it possible to address politi-
cal grievances without having to resort to armed struggle. Third party 
presence has been found to be particularly important for negotiating 
and implementing peace in civil conflict, as it can help to overcome the 
commitment problem between warring sides as conflict wanes. After 
the end of fighting, the rebels need to demobilize and trust the govern-
ment not to renege on the deal after they find themselves in a position 
of relative strength. By having external parties involved to monitor the 
situation as well as guarantee everyone’s security during implementa-
tion, this problem is reduced (Walter 2002).

To conclude, external actors can choose to support military strug-
gles, remain uninvolved or actively work for conflict resolution. The 
next section provides an overview of these approaches in East Asia over 
time, seeking to establish different general trends but also noting cases 
with different outcomes.

1946–1970: gunning for victory
Most East Asian conflicts in the 1940s and 1950s can be traced back 
to the Second World War or earlier, both with regards to the conflict 
issues and how the warring sides were trained and armed. In China, the 
Kuomintang and the Communists were allied in the Second United 
Front against the Japanese 1937–46, while also preparing for the 
resumption of the Chinese civil war. Both could build up their forces 
during the world war. The KMT received substantial military support 
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from the British and Americans, while the Communists captured much 
leftover war materiel after the Japanese surrender (Bagby 1992). At the 
same time, the Korean peninsula was divided into occupation zones con-
trolled by the United States and the Soviet Union, respectively, whose 
emerging Cold War rivalry created the precondition for the Korean War 
(Stueck 1995).

In Southeast Asia, the years directly after the Second World War were 
characterized by resistance to the (re-)colonization of the region. When 
this struggle became violent, it primarily involved World War II veterans 
and the use of weapons supplied during that time. Local forces had been 
mobilized both to support and to defend against the Japanese advance 
throughout the region and, later, were an important part of the Allies’ 
counteroffensive. Forces that had fought against the Japanese featured in 
the subsequent independence movements in Indonesia, Indochina and 
Malaya, as well as insurgencies in Burma and the Philippines. In many 
countries, former pro-Japanese militias also became prominent during 
internal struggles, fighting either for the state or for the rebels.

Such World War II legacies were replaced by more direct forms of 
external support, but still for reasons that were primarily beyond the 
region itself: emerging Cold War competition, the Communist victory 
in China, and US adherence to the domino theory.1 During the 1950s 
and 1960s, the United States and Britain were willing to provide military 
resources and training, including tools of repression, for regimes seeking 
to contain the threat of communism. At the same time, both China and 
the Soviet Union offered assistance to ‘anti-imperialist’ and ‘people’s’ 
wars across Southeast Asia. Indeed, among all government armies in the 
region faced with an insurgency in this period, Burma was the single 
exception; all others received substantial military aid from the outside.2

While this support was short of the actual decision to start the con-
flict, the presence of military aid shaped the policy choices of local East 
Asian political leaders. Knowing that support was available, and indeed 
more likely, if they showed commitment to anti- or pro-communist 

1. While the ‘domino theory’ originated as part of the Truman doctrine in 1946, it 
was specifically linked to Southeast Asia by Eisenhower in 1954 (Olson & Roberts 
2008).

2. Even in Burma, some officers received training by the United Kingdom and the US 
supplied military materiel as part of ‘anti-narcotics’ efforts (Seekins 2002).
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global struggles; all sides had incentives to avoid compromise or recon-
ciliation in domestic politics. We will never know if leaders such as Park 
Chung Hee in South Korea, Ngo Dinh Diem in South Vietnam, Suharto 
in Indonesia, Pol Pot in Cambodia and Ne Win in Burma would have 
been inclined towards repression no matter what, but the scope of the 
terror they used was certainly influenced by the substantial international 
backing they received while pursuing these policies.

Another consequence of the perception that local conflicts were part 
of a global ideological struggle was the reluctance of third parties to en-
courage or support compromise. This should have been possible in East 
Asia after the Second World War considering that many political and 
armed movements had a legacy of contacts and co-operation across the 
left-right divide. Many local anti-Japanese or pro-independence forces 
were alliances of actors with different political preferences who were 
unified by nationalism and necessity. These included the Lao Issara in 
Laos, the Anti-Fascist Organization in Burma, and the Malayan People’s 
Anti-Japanese Army, who after the war split into opposing sides in sub-
sequent conflicts. With the exception of Burma, there were few attempts 
to promote power-sharing between these groups as the focus was on 
consolidating power by the use of force. Governments responded to the 
Hukbalahap rebellion in the Philippines, the Darul Islam and Permesta 
movements in Indonesia and the Communist Party of Malaya in the 
1950s with military offensives that included human right violations.3 
External parties participated in negotiations to end the violence only 
when they were unable to defeat their opponent. Arguably, the talks 
leading to the armistice in Korea 1953 and the 1954 Geneva Conference 
that ended French rule in Indochina were prompted mainly by external 
parties who sought to end their costly involvement in the conflicts. 
Local actors had limited opportunities to influence the agenda of the 
talks and were largely viewed only as loyal proxies to uphold the regional 
power-balance structures designed by the external powers. As part of this 
balancing, the external parties maintained their strategic interests in the 
region by limiting the agency of local leaders – regardless on whether the 
agency promoted right-left co-operation or aggression. This approach 
provides some stability to the region, such as US reluctance to support 

3. In the Philippines, the rebellion could be quelled only after the army stopped 
perpetrating human rights abuses.
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Kuomintang attempts of invading mainland China from Taiwan or 
Burma. It did not, however, remove or settle contentious issues meaning 
that conflicts would resume or remain as pertinent security problems in 
East Asia for decades.

1970–85: a period of readjustment
As the Cold war progressed, it took on different characteristics in East 
Asia than in most other regions of the world. In the Americas, in Europe, 
in Africa and in the Middle East, the superpower rivalry largely consisted 
of a duel between US- and Soviet-backed proxies, while in East Asia, 
internationalist communist support instead led to increasing fragmenta-
tion among their local warring agents. The main reason for this was that 
the Cold War rivalry in East Asia evolved into a contest between three 
great powers after Sino–Soviet co-operation deteriorated in the late 
1950s and onwards. After the 1969 armed clashes on their shared border, 
it was clear that the two had become competitors for influence. Another 
factor that influenced the effect of support provided to local actors by 
China was the within-party political struggles for influence and objec-
tives in Beijing. The most visible period of this was of course the Cultural 
Revolution, which began in 1966 and whose ideals spread, with Chinese 
support, among Communist movements in several other countries.

A somewhat ironic example of the latter was the internal purges 
that took place within the Burmese Communist Party (BCP) by self-
proclaimed ‘Red Guards’. These purges reduced the capacity of the BCP 
to keep up its insurgency against the Burma government. Consequently, 
the BCP was not fully capable of taking advantage of the huge increase 
in military support forthcoming from China in 1968, and their offensive 
could be halted before it reached central Burma (Lintner 1990b).

The communist insurgency in Burma was just one of many conflicts 
underway in the region in the early 1970s, and most continued to be 
fuelled by external support. This was most telling in Vietnam, Laos, and 
Cambodia, where troops from Australia, Canada, China, Cuba, New 
Zealand, North and South Korea, the Philippines, the Soviet Union, 
Taiwan, Thailand and the United States supported the locally recruited 
armies. As noted above, military engagement rarely led to termination 
of violence and the cost of the war efforts was becoming a domestic 
political issue for many external supporters. Protests against involve-
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ment in Vietnam occurred in the United States, Australia, New Zealand 
and Canada, and there was a public opinion shift towards emphasizing 
the protection of human rights as part of foreign policy. The latter was 
manifest, for example, in the introduction of human rights considera-
tions in many legal regulations of US foreign policy starting in 1973, as 
well as in the raising of this issue as a potential basis for a joint European 
Community foreign policy (Forsythe 1987; Kreutz 2015).

In autocratic countries, public opposition to the wars was obviously 
less important for the leadership than national security concerns. The 
Sino–Soviet split and eventual border clashes in 1969 meant that military 
resources had to be deployed to defend shared borders. Furthermore, 
Communist insurgencies in many Southeast Asian countries were un-
able to achieve relative military superiority, even with outside support 
from China or the Soviet Union. Another factor that may have been 
important was that some local parties were less ideologically commit-
ted to the Maoist ideal and so were willing to link with democratization 
movements, as for example in Thailand and the Philippines.

Pressures from within the great powers eventually led to Sino–US rap-
prochement in 1971, which itself did not mark an immediate and drastic 
change in policy, but did suggest some indications of a gradual shift away 
from a winning-at-all-costs mindset. The United States continued to 
support many conflict parties it already had close relations with, includ-
ing several governments (Poe & Meernik 1995), but this effort became 
increasingly reliant on covert action. Some requests for new backing were 
rejected, including requests for military aid from several Burmese and 
ethnic minority rebel groups as well as from US-trained Laotian militias 
after the Pathet Lao victory in 1975. At the same time, outright Western 
support for the South Vietnamese and Cambodian regimes was removed 
even though the Sino–Soviet/Vietnamese rivalry would continue to fuel 
conflict in this region for more than a decade to come.

The case of Cambodia after the US withdrawal illustrates how 
the willingness to back warring sides lived on despite changes in 
inter-regional power politics. The Khmer Rouge regime that came into 
power in 1975 was supported by China and North Korea, but initiated 
border conflicts with its former comrades-in-arms in Vietnam (Kiernan 
2002b) as well as Thailand. This at the same time as Hanoi sought to 
reduce dependence on their former patrons China after the war, leading 
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them to ally with the Soviet Union (Chanda 1986). After the Khmer 
Rouge was ousted by the Vietnamese, it maintained close links with 
Beijing and quickly reorganized to fight against the new Phnom Penh 
regime. At the same time, the ASEAN countries were concerned by the 
Vietnamese involvement and convinced the United States to support 
non-communist rebel groups, leading to an unlikely rebel alliance of 
three factions receiving joint support from the United States, China and 
Thailand (Tillema 1989 ; Kiernan 2002a). Cambodia was the exception 
to the general Chinese approach in the 1980s, as Deng Xiaoping in 
general emphasized domestic economic development and cordial rela-
tions with neighbouring countries. While some support to insurgents 
continued, the level was gradually reduced. Chinese-based propaganda 
broadcasts for the Burmese Communist Party were shut down in 1978, 
for the Communist Party of Thailand in 1979, for the Communist Party 
of Malaya and the Indonesian Communist Party in 1981 (Heaton 1982; 
Lintner 1990a).4 Furthermore, the new Chinese regime actively pres-
sured these groups to explore a negotiated end to their insurgencies. In 
Burma, this was not very successful, as the Communists showed up at 
the 1981 peace talks only to declare their commitment to keep fighting 
(Lintner 1990b). The Communist Party of Malaya was more willing 
to seek compromise, and a series of secret negotiations eventually led 
to the tripartite peace agreement between Communists, Malaysia and 
Thailand in 1989 (Ratanachaya 1996).

1986–2014: supporting the East Asian Peace
By the mid-1980s, the possibilities of gaining external support for either 
violent repression or rebellion had substantively decreased across the 
East Asian region. For example, while the United States was complicit in 
the violent repression of the Gwangju democracy movement in South 
Korea in 1980, it publicly supported democratization in 1987 (Fowler 
1999). Similarly, the United States supported the decision of the Filipino 
army not to suppress the democratization movement in Manila 1986, 
and intervened against subsequent military coup attempts in the coun-
try (Lee 2009). The latter example is a particularly useful indicator of 
US policy change, as the Philippines at the time was facing an escalating 
4. The BCP headquarters moved across the border and continued to broadcast until 

the organization fragmented into ethnically defined groups in 1988.
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Communist insurgency. Earlier iterations of Communist insurgency, in 
the Philippines and elsewhere in the region, had motivated US support 
for military rulers and their more hardline approach to counterinsur-
gency.

There was, however, still the issue of the most internationalized con-
flict in East Asia at the time, in Cambodia, where the warring sides were 
as polarized as ever (including disagreements within the rebel alliance). 
However, all the external backers were starting to grow tired of the war 
costs and aware that a decisive victory was not likely. Vietnam, the main 
supporter of the regime, had to consider a reduction of support from 
the Soviet Union following the end of the Cold War as well as the task 
of rebuilding the country after decades of war. China was focusing on 
economic reforms and improving its international reputation, while the 
American strategic focus had shifted towards Europe and the Middle 
East. The United States was also uncomfortable with being linked to 
the Khmer Rouge, whose policies of mass murder had been uncovered. 
Furthermore, China learned the cost of international condemnation af-
ter sanctions were implemented following the Tiananmen Square mas-
sacre, while US scandals such as the Iran-Contra affair led the American 
public voice its opposition to external military initiatives. For Thailand, 
the immediate advantages of war termination would be the return of 
Cambodian refugees from its border and the possibility of profit from 
cross-border trade in logging and other natural resources.

In contrast to the external powers, the parties to the conflict were less 
interested in compromise, with the Khmer Rouge particularly commit-
ted to continued use of force. However, after the external parties threat-
ened to cut off military aid, negotiations mediated by Indonesia and 
other Southeast Asian countries began in 1988. At the same time, the 
Vietnamese started withdrawing advisers and troops that had supported 
the government side. The mediation team was expanded to include 
the great powers the following year, and the negotiations continued in 
Paris. On 23 October 1991, the three rebel groups and the government 
signed the Paris agreement and UN forces were deployed to oversee a 
transitional period and the holding of elections (Gottesman 2003). As 
it happened, only one of the signatories, KPNLF, completely complied 
with the settlement and demobilized; the others resumed armed clashes 
until 1998 (Peou 1999).
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The partial continuation of the war in Cambodia after the peace 
agreement is a telling example. Even though influential external back-
ers for conflict had changed their preferences about the best way of 
achieving stability in East Asia, local leaders could still be opposed to 
compromise. Attempts to repress or defeat political opposition, whether 
violent or non-violent, has often been the primary policy chosen by re-
gimes in for example Burma (Myanmar) (Steinberg 2001; Smith 2007), 
Indonesia (Osborne 1985; Schulze 2006; Salla 1997), and Thailand 
(Pathmanand 2007). It has not been particularly successful, as very 
few conflicts have ended in outright victory but instead continued as 
low-level insurgency or ceasefires without any lasting settlement of the 
conflict issue (Svensson 2011; Staniland 2012).

An interesting feature of the remaining low-intensity conflicts in East 
Asia is that these have almost exclusively involved rebel sides that are 
less dependent on external backing for their war effort, but which have 
rather funded their war effort through illegal business or taxation of 
the local community.5 Further, the government side in these conflicts, 
including Burma, Indonesia and Thailand, was similarly relatively inde-
pendent of external sponsors, meaning that the withdrawal of external 
support had a smaller effect on their warring capabilities.

Today, despite a common preference to reduce conflict in the region, 
external powers do not agree on the means to end conflict; in particular 
China has rarely promoted actual peace settlements. Beijing has been 
willing to mediate ceasefires with Burmese insurgents, but these talks 
have rarely discussed the conflict issue or political reforms (Sun 2013). 
This approach appeals to the elites in many semi-democratic6 and demo-
cratic East Asian regimes, where politics is characterized by centralized 
elite pacts rather than an engagement with grievances for citizens in the 
periphery ( Jones 2007; Boudreau 2009; Slater 2010).

Consequently, relatively few of the wars in East Asia have been set-
tled by peace agreements. Those that have, though, share some similar 
5. This is not for want of trying. For example, since the civil war started in 1948, 

Burmese ethnic minority rebels have been requesting large-scale external support 
from the UK and the US, without success. Some of them, however, received limited 
support from Thailand or China during the conflict (Smith 1991; Lintner 1999).

6. The military has a direct, constitutionally defined political role in Indonesia, 
Thailand, and Myanmar. In China, Vietnam and Laos, it is institutionally subservi-
ent to the ruling party.
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characteristics. Apart from Cambodia, all peace agreements have been 
signed in countries after – but not immediately in the wake of – democ-
ratization, where the United States previously has been an influential 
external supporter, and with substantial international mediation and 
peace implementation assistance (Möller et al. 2007). The first case was 
the Philippines, where new talks began with both communist and Moro 
insurgents immediately after democratization in 1986.7 However, these 
efforts had mixed success, as the negotiations with the Communists 
soon broke down. In contrast, eventual mediation support from the 
Organization of the Islamic Conference and a government offer of 
regional autonomy led up to a settlement in 1996 with the MNLF, the 
biggest Moro rebel group in Mindanao (Bertrand 2000). Other groups 
in the region, however, have continued with a low-level insurgency and 
another peace agreement was signed in 2014 with another group, the 
MILF.

In Indonesia, democratization after the large-scale protests during 
the 1998 financial crisis brought into power a new leadership willing 
to discuss a settlement of the situation in Timor-Leste. The Timorese 
struggle for independence was arguably the most internationally visible 
conflict underway in East Asia at the time, as Portugal was pushing for 
the European Union to get involved and Timorese independence lead-
ers Carlos Belo and José Ramos-Horta were awarded the 1996 Nobel 
peace prize for their commitment to non-violent means. Following 
UN mediation, Indonesia and Portugal agreed that the status of the 
territory would be decided by a referendum (Maley 2000). The refer-
endum subsequently reflected a strong preference for independence. 
Democratization did not, however, completely change policy prefer-
ences within the Indonesian military, which set up and sponsored local 
militias to engage in mass violence during and after the referendum 
(on the effects of these actions, see Guthrey’s chapter in this volume). 
Consequently, Australian peacekeepers and de facto UN rule controlled 
the territory during the transition to Timorese independence in 2002.

At the time, less international attention was given to the conflict in 
Aceh. As violence escalated in the region in 1999, Indonesia re-imposed 

7. This round was preceded by a Mindanao peace agreement signed in 1976 under 
the Marcos dictatorship, but Marcos’ failure to implement the terms led to a re-
sumption of the conflict.
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martial law and resumed a counterinsurgency campaign that included 
substantial human rights violations. While international mediation led to 
a short-lived ceasefire in 2002, fighting resumed until the next President, 
Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono, came into office in 2004. Already during 
the election campaign, this former General declared his aim to settle 
the Aceh conflict, and he initiated peace talks immediately after taking 
office in October 2004. To facilitate the process, mediation was sought 
from former Finnish President Ahtisaari, who was trusted by the rebel 
side ( Jemadu 2006; Morfit 2007; Gaillard, Clavé & Kelman 2008). After 
less than a year of peace talks, the parties signed the Helsinki Agreement 
in August 2005 and thereby ended the Acehnese conflict. While the 
international community was engaged in mediating the agreement, it had 
a more limited role for its implementation than in Cambodia and Timor-
Leste. There was a limited monitoring mission as well as the provision of 
development assistance, although the latter was more aimed at rebuilding 
after the tsunami that hit the region in December 2004.

Discussion
In the above description of war- and peacemaking in East Asia, I identify 
three broad periods during which external parties can be broadly char-
acterized as (i) supportive of the war efforts; (ii) withdrawal; and (iii) 
supportive of conflict resolution processes. In general, these periods 
correspond with the temporal trend of conflict in Southeast Asia, while 
the international shift from support of war to support of peace occurred 
more rapidly but not as comprehensively in Northeast Asia. While the 
latter region has seen fewer conflicts since the 1950s, the characteristics 
of the security order, even there, roughly correspond with the proposed 
time line. From the 1980s onwards, there has been less focus on outright 
military balancing and more on the means for co-existence in the form 
of cross-border communications and joint economic benefits in, for 
example, China’s relations with Japan, Taiwan and Hong Kong.

What can explain these decisions of external powers to stop sup-
porting conflict and instead choose non-involvement or even support 
for conflict resolution and prevention? In the international relations 
literature, the dominant explanations for the prevalence of regional war 
and peace focus on three variables: power relations, economic factors 
and transnational institutions.
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The first explanation emphasises the role of great power balancing 
for regional stability. International relations scholars have suggested that 
rising powers will always seek greater influence and increased security 
(Morgenthau 1967; Organski & Kugler 1981), while existing hegemons 
have incentives to suppress rising powers pre-emptively (Waltz 1979). 
Essentially, this means that relative power shifts inevitably create tension 
between great powers. Per this view, which is described in greater detail 
by Ross in this volume, the crucial moments for the creation of the East 
Asian Peace were the Sino–US rapprochement in 1971 and the demise 
of Soviet power in the late 1980s. From a temporal perspective, this 
corresponds with the periods outlined in the empirical account above. 
However, while this argument can explain the reduction of support to 
local forces in conflicts where China and the United States supported op-
posite sides, it does not explain the increased ambition to settle conflicts 
where neither side had much interest. The conflicts in Indonesia, for 
example, were of limited importance for any of the great powers, and yet 
there was much international support for peace processes in both East 
Timor and Aceh. A more nuanced challenge to this argument, though, 
is that it doesn’t seem like the decisions at the time were based on any 
conscious intent to balance the international security order. China had 
sought to establish a foreign policy that was independent from Moscow 
as early as in the 1950s and could by no means expect that US rapproche-
ment would be a possibility when clashes erupted on the Sino–Soviet 
border 1969. Indeed, ideological claims during the Cultural Revolution 
distanced China further from the United States, which at the time was 
dramatically increasing its involvement in Vietnam.

For the decisions in the mid-1980s, the first suggestions of inter-
national support to end the Cambodia war came from Vietnam even 
before Soviet support declined. Three years after the resumption of con-
tact with Washington in 1982, Vietnam encouraged the United States to 
commit to a more constructive role for security in the region and hinted 
that it could close Soviet access to naval bases in the country (Chanda 
1986). This was a few months before Mikhail Gorbachev came to 
power in Moscow and the subsequent change in Soviet policy. In both 
the 1960s and the 1980s, the policies of local actors shifted before the 
international system change; hence there is limited support for the claim 
that great power realignment directly led to the East Asian Peace. It is, 
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however, entirely plausible that these systemic changes strengthened 
the processes of subsequent reduced foreign involvement in conflicts in 
the region.

A second explanation for why states would choose to shift support 
from providing military aid to sponsoring conflict resolution efforts 
comes from theories on the beneficial influence of economic develop-
ment and interdependence. In this volume, versions of this argument 
proposed by Goldsmith and Tønnesson both rest on the claim that 
the economic costs of war and its disruptive influence on trade should 
make war unattractive for rational political leaders. Goldsmith argues 
that the pacifying influence of trade interdependence is more likely to 
have a preventive effect on involvement in new conflicts than enhance 
the prospects of withdrawal or resolution of existing conflicts. His 
approach is, however, less applicable to the states that play the role of 
supporting parties in a conflict considering they will – potentially – suf-
fer fewer disruptions on their own economy.8 Secondary warring sides 
don’t suffer destructive violence in their home territories, which means 
that trade volumes should be less affected. It may be claimed that there 
are incentives to offer support in settling conflicts in countries that are 
important trade partners or where a state has investments but, as shown 
by Goldsmith, the substantial increase in intra-regional trade only hap-
pened in the 1990s, which makes trade a consequence rather than a 
precursor of peaceful development.

Tønnesson’s argument in this volume also emphasizes the impor-
tance of economic development, but he suggests that the pacifying effect 
is set into motion by leaders who decide to promote growth rather than 
conflict. With regard to policies of external support, this expectation 
corresponds well with the decisions by China and Vietnam to withdraw 
from their involvement in conflicts outside their borders in the 1980s, as 
well as ASEAN’s eventual activities as peacemaker in Cambodia. At the 
same time, though, ASEAN had been influential just a few years earlier 
in setting up support for the rebel coalition in Cambodia. Furthermore, 
while those East Asian countries which have enjoyed peace in in the last 
two decades have seen little external presence, there is still a willingness 

8. Relatively speaking, the costs of war may still be considered as too high for the do-
mestic audience, as seen in the US public’s opposition to the Vietnam war (Mack, 
1975).
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to accept and request external support by those which continue to per-
ceive a high risk of violent conflict. Repeated security assurances from 
the United States are of great importance for Japan, Taiwan, South Korea, 
and many Southeast Asian states. This includes Indonesia, which in the 
aftermath of the Bali bombings 2002 expanded security cooperation 
with the United States as part of the war on terror, and the Philippines, 
which maintains US bases on its territory. Further, it could be expected 
that leaders who sought to promote economic growth would have been 
more active in conflict prevention and promoting peace settlements 
in its neighbourhood. While there are some indications of countries 
like China and Malaysia becoming more active as peace mediators in 
ongoing conflicts, this is essentially a feature of the 21st century and is 
undertaken by a different generation of leaders from those who suppos-
edly changed priorities.

A third theory that explains peace focuses on the role of institutions, 
which can be either formalized or a set of common norms. In East Asia, 
it has been suggested that the regional co-operation in ASEAN provides 
a normative commitment against the use of force beyond state borders, 
and that subsequent trade interdependence has spread this norm also 
to the northern states in the region (Kivimäki 2011). Indeed, both the 
1967 ASEAN Declaration and, even more, the 1976 Treaty of Amity 
and Cooperation emphasize the importance of regional peace and non-
interference across borders. For a similar argument that is less focused 
on the adherence to norms, Acharya (2014) suggests that multilater-
alism has developed because ASEAN and other regional fora create a 
stable international order in East Asia, and this stability has a pacifying 
effect. The region is not a security community like Western Europe, 
but instead is characterized by a web of networks that constitute a type 
of consociational institutional order that leads to cooperative security 
and multilateral balancing. While both Kivimäki (2011) and Acharya 
(2014) make strong cases for the importance of these factors in contem-
porary interstate relations in Southeast Asia, questions need to be asked 
as to whether they contributed to the region-wide shift from conflict 
towards peace. To begin with, there is still some uncertainty about to 
what extent these norms and institutions are influential throughout 
the region; as Ryu (in this volume) argues, hostile nationalism is much 
more prevalent in Northeast than in Southeast Asia. Yet, the decline 
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of conflict was observed earlier further north. There is also a question 
whether the ASEAN policy of non-interference is aimed at promoting 
peace, or just a necessary self-determination clause to convince states 
to join a regional military alliance. ASEAN actively promoted support 
for rebels in (non-member) Cambodia in the 1980s, and has often used 
its non-interference stance as an excuse to distance itself from peace-
making initiatives in the region. The final question for the normative-
institutional argument is: to what extent this is something new to the 
region rather than just a formalization of already established practices 
by the ASEAN members. Except for the Malay–Indonesian Konfrontasi 
during 1963–66, international conflict in this region has historically 
been rare. When wars have occurred, they were against external parties 
such as the Dutch, British, French and Spanish colonial administrations 
or the Japanese during World War II. Going back in time some hundred 
years in Southeast Asia shows that conflicts in the islands were primarily 
localized affairs, while most mainland wars occurred along the borders 
of the kingdom of Siam, or present-day Thailand (Lieberman 2009). 
This suggests that the most high-risk borders are between present-day 
Thailand–Myanmar and Thailand–Cambodia, which indeed also con-
stitute the two border areas in south-east Asia where low-level armed 
clashes have occurred in the 21st century.9

In this chapter, I have sought to focus on the micro-level decisions 
and political changes that can account for the East Asian Peace. The evi-
dence I have found suggests that this phenomenon was a not a result of 
international system change, economic developmental-peace or trade, 
or regional norms or institutions. In general, the proposed features of 
these explanations either existed but failed to influence state actions 
during the period when East Asia was excessively violent, or arose after 
peace had been established and were a result that peace. Instead, I con-
tend that decisions by policymakers about whether to use violent means 
or not is influenced by their access to different options. In East Asia, 
there was for many decades a steady provision of weapons and train-
ing for states and rebels to rely on, which made the region the world’s 
battlefield. When powerful external supporters shifted their policies 
towards non-involvement or the promotion of conflict termination, this 

9. 2001–02 saw clashes at the Thai–Myanmar border; there was a minor Thai–
Cambodian conflict in 2011.
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eventually forced local actors to choose other strategies. While it seems 
that the decisions of external actors to change strategy primarily were 
made as a result of their own domestic political concerns, this question 
needs to be further explored in future research.

My argument is further strengthened by my finding that conflicts 
terminated in East Asia as the region became peaceful were primarily 
those where external support was withdrawn, while the actors who drew 
strength locally (in Myanmar and the Philippines) have continued to 
fight. Looking to the stability of the East Asian Peace, the findings in 
this chapter are worrying, as they imply that local parties may not be 
committed to the use of non-violence. Such concerns mirror findings 
by scholars who focus on other aspects of peace than just the absence 
of war (Bjarnegård; Eck; Guthrey; Melander; Ryu; and Yap, all in this 
volume), suggesting that there remains a great need for peacebuilding 
in East Asia. A clear policy implication from this chapter is that external 
powers have an important role to play in such a venture. It is important 
that more resources are offered to promote the use of non-violence in 
politics and societies in East Asia, to prevent new conflicts that would 
tarnish the ‘Asian century’.
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C H A P T E R  6

Peace by Avoidance of 
Religious Civil Wars

Isak Svensson

Why have there been so few religiously defined civil wars in East Asia 
after 1975? This chapter maps the landscape of religious dimensions of 
organized violence in East Asia, and proposes a two-layered explana-
tion for this question. As the patterns of wars worldwide have generally 
become dominated by religiously defined conflicts, and by Islamist civil 
wars in particular, I argue that the East Asian Peace cannot be explained 
without taking into account the region’s relatively low number of reli-
gious civil wars. If we conceptualize the East Asian Peace as a relative 
decrease or even absence of battle-related deaths (admittedly, a nega-
tive definition of conflict), then we need to explain something that has 
not occurred. This means that we need to think counterfactually: what 
types of wars could have occurred in East Asia during the last decades? 
One possible way to address this counterfactual question is to examine 
how armed conflicts have manifested themselves. Thus, whereas many 
chapters in this volume examine intra-regional dynamics, this particular 
chapter is more focused on how, and why, East Asia stands out from the 
global trends in religiously defined conflicts.

Religiously defined civil wars – civil wars in which at least one of 
the warring parties defines the stakes in religious terms1 – have become 
the dominant form of political violence in the world today (Svensson 
2012). In 2014, religiously defined civil wars accounted for no less than 
75 per cent of the total number of ongoing civil wars. Although this 

1. Examples could be to seek the establishment of an independent state of a certain 
religious character, establish rule of religious law, or gain an increased role for (one 
particular) religion in society. 
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figure decreased to 73 per cent in 2015, religiously defined civil wars 
still made up the vast majority of civil wars in the world. The trend, how-
ever, is longer: since the turn of the millennium, religious civil wars have 
made up the majority of civil wars across the globe. Their frequency 
has increased over time; that is, more religiously defined conflicts have 
started than have ended. Yet, the increase in actual numbers over the last 
two decades has been marginal. The dramatic shift is in proportions: 
in 1975, only three per cent of all armed conflicts were religiously de-
fined, in 2014, that figure had risen to 55 per cent of all internal armed 
conflicts. This shift reflects not only a mild increase in the number of 
religiously defined conflicts, but mostly a decrease in non-religious civil 
wars (Pinker 2011; Svensson 2012; Nordås 2010; Toft 2006). It is thus 
the proportion of religious civil wars that has grown. Research has con-
nected this to their relative intractability: they tend to be bloodier (Toft 
2006; Pearce 2005), more difficult to settle (Svensson 2007), and last 
longer (Horowitz 2009) than their non-religious counterparts.2

Yet, East Asia is a region that stands out from this global trajectory. 
It has experienced very few major armed conflicts over religious issues. 
In fact, between 1975 and 2014, only two religious wars, a mere six per 
cent of the world’s religious wars, took place in East Asia. Moreover, 
religion did not play a central role in any of these wars, but was rather 
a peripheral conflictual issue. This runs counter to the development 
observed virtually anywhere else on the globe, where the religious 
dimension has been overwhelmingly central to religious wars. In, for 
example, the Middle East, religion has played a central role in 87 per 
cent of religious wars. Centrality here refers to whether the religious 
demand is the only, or one of the major, demands stated by parties at 
the onset of conflict. Religious demands are instead peripheral when 
they are mixed with other types of demands, and when religious issues 
occupy a rather limited space. 

The peripheral role of religion even in East Asia’s ‘religious wars’ is 
surprising because, as I will argue in this chapter, the risk of genuinely re-

2. Religious dimensions in incompatibilities are measured by examining the claims by 
the insurgency groups at the onset of conflict. This method makes it impossible to 
evaluate whether or how claims vary over time within the same conflict-dyad, which 
admittedly is a major simplification. Future research should develop time-varying 
measurements of religious claims. For recent work on this question, see Isaacs 2016.
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ligious wars in the region has been potent, mainly in the form of religious 
contestation and grievances both in Southeast Asia and in China’s west-
ernmost province of Xinjiang. For decades, scholars and security analysts 
have expected the region to become an arena for jihadist groups and 
violent conflicts (Gershman, 2002; Abuza, 2003). Following the events 
of 9/11, and under the impression of bombings in Bali and Jakarta as well 
as Indonesia’s successful hunt for the leaders of Jemaah Islamiyah ( JI) 
there was much talk about an emerging Southeast Asian ‘second front’ 
in the global confrontation between secular governments and armed 
jihadist movements (Gershman 2002). Also, analysts have pointed out 
that religious inclinations among the East Asian populations are on the 
rise, including increasing popular support for radical Islamist parties. 
To varying degrees, countries in the region with a Muslim majority 
population have adopted religious laws, strengthened Islamic courts and 
implemented controversial legislation concerning apostasy (Hamayotsu 
2012). However, despite predictions of jihadist civil wars and despite the 
increasing saliency of religious identities and religiously-anchored politi-
cal aspirations, the kind of global jihad we know from the Middle East, 
North Africa, South Asia and Central Asia has not been seen in East Asia.

During a time period of 40 years, there are only two years when armed 
conflict over religious issues has passed the threshold of 1,000 battle-
related deaths (which is the conventional way of measuring ‘war’) in 
East Asia: the conflicts between (a) the government of Myanmar and the 
Kachin Independence Organisation (KIO) in 1984 and (b) the govern-
ment of the Philippines and the Moro Islamic Liberation Front (MILF) 
in 2000. Naturally, two years of religious civil war are bad enough, but in 
comparison to other regions of the world it is a surprisingly low number.

First, let us bring up a few explanations of the religious peace in East 
Asia that I find unsatisfactory. The low number of religiously defined 
civil wars in East Asia cannot be explained by the absence of religious 
contestation. Religious identities and claims remain contested and 
religious actors are active in a small part of the organised violence in the 
region. East Asia has had its share of religiously defined conflict, and 
still does. From a global perspective, East Asia does not represent any 
unique pattern in this regard. After all, religion does play a role in the 
insurgencies in southern Thailand and Mindanao of the Philippines, 
and there have been violent riots targeting specifically religiously de-
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fined groups (Muslim minority groups) in Myanmar. For example, in 
the Patani region of southern Thailand, initiatives by the Thai govern-
ment to impose Thai language and Buddhist customs have met stern 
resistance among the mostly Muslim, Malay-speaking local population. 
There, separatists have long fought the government for independence 
or some form of self-determination for Patani (Liow 2006). Moreover, 
in the southern Philippines, armed conflicts between the government 
of the Philippines and the Abu Sayyaf Group (ASG), on the one hand, 
and the Bangsamoro Islamic Freedom Movement (BIFM), on the 
other, were ongoing in 2014. Similar to southern Thailand, the central 
issue here concerns independence for Muslims in the Mindanao region. 
However, without disregarding current and past religiously defined 
armed conflicts in East Asia, they have been of a lesser magnitude and 
scope compared to those in other regions of the world.

There have also been several cases of organised violence between 
communal groups (non-state armed conflict), and between groups with 
different religious identities. For instance, tensions and violence between 
Christians and Muslims have taken place in Indonesia. Indonesia’s 
Moluccan islands were the site of Christian–Muslim violence in 1999 and 
2000, and religion was also a dimension of the fighting in West Kalimantan 
in 1997 and 2001. In January 1999, a fight between two youths from rival 
gangs in the town of Ambon, the provincial capital of the Moluccas, led 
to violent clashes that quickly spread across the Moluccan archipelago. 
The events even saw the Islamic fundamentalist group Laskar Jihad arrive 
and carry out attacks against local Christians (Noorhaidi 2006). West 
Kalimantan experienced new outbreaks of violence in 1997 and 2001 as 
mostly Christian Dayaks attacked Muslim Madurese immigrants. This 
violence, however, was not over religion but rather related to identity 
politics. The Madurese immigrants were opposed also by local Muslim 
Malays, who viewed them as ‘strangers’ with alien Muslim practices. Both 
the Moluccas and West Kalimantan had experienced earlier episodes of 
violence between similarly defined groups in the 1950s and 1960s. In 
the Philippines, tensions between Christians and Muslims, created by 
the state-orchestrated relocation of Christian Filipinos into the southern 
Muslim lands in Mindanao, and strengthened by a deep sense of injustice 
and marginalisation among the indigenous Muslim population of the 
area, have erupted in communal violence (Liow 2006).
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A second potential explanation can also be disregarded: the relatively 
low number of religiously defined civil wars in East Asia cannot be ex-
plained by a lack of religiously anchored grievances. Discrimination 
and repression of minority groups, which is one of the most important 
explanations behind religiously defined armed conflicts in general, 
continues in parts of the East Asian region. Many Uighurs of China’s 
western Xinjiang province perceive their traditional way of life to be 
under threat, and fear that they risk marginalization in their own ter-
ritory by Han Chinese immigrants and the imposition of Han Chinese 
cultural hegemony. The grievances of the Uighurs are strengthened by 
the Chinese government’s suppression of dissent, which has accelerated 
in recent years. In Myanmar, anti-Muslim rhetoric and discrimination 
continues, as Freedom House reported in 2016. Political parties have 
actively avoided nominating Muslim candidates and the Parliament 
has taken measures that restrict religious conversion, interfaith mar-
riage, and birth rates in certain regions of the country.3 Worst off is the 
Muslim Rohingya minority, rendered stateless by a 1982 law, whose 
treatment had been called a crime against humanity by human rights 
experts even before a 2014 law prohibited residents without full citizen-
ship from forming political parties or contesting elections. And, prior to 
the celebrated elections of 2015, one million people, mostly Rohingya, 
allegedly had their voting rights revoked (Freedom House 2016). In 
short, the Rohingya are virtually excluded from political life. This for-
mal exclusion is reflected in society, where Rohingya and other Muslims 
in Myanmar are the targets of riots and mob violence. 

Many of the grievances that laid the foundation for decades of armed 
conflict in the southern Philippines persist among the local Muslim 
population of Mindanao, which remains the most underdeveloped re-
gion in the country. The 2012/2013 Philippine Human Development 
Report (UNDP 2013) shows that nine out of the ten provinces in 

3. A 2015 law mandates three-year birth spacing in specific areas of the country. 
The ASEAN Parliamentarians for Human Rights Chairperson, Charles Santiago, 
expressed concern that ‘This law, which was rooted in discrimination and is 
likely to be implemented in a discriminatory fashion, provides a clear basis for the 
government to continue its targeted persecution of minority populations, includ-
ing Rohingya and other Burmese Muslims.’ http://aseanmp.org/2015/05/27/
myanmars-new-population-control-law-another-step-towards-ethnic-cleansing/, 
accessed 15 January 2017. 
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the Philippines that have the lowest ranking in life expectancy, basic 
enrolment and literacy, and income levels are found in Mindanao. Fear 
of losing one’s influence and identity can explain why groups take up 
arms, and why religion is drawn into conflict dynamics. For example, 
the fear of becoming marginalised when losing their important role in 
the Burmese army was one of the factors that contributed to the mainly 
Christian Karen to rebel in 1948. Moreover, when in 1961 Burmese 
premier U Nu declared a Buddhist state, this triggered a Kachin rebel-
lion as well. Similarly, moves to impose Thai language and Buddhist 
customs in the largely Muslim Patani region of southern Thailand must 
be seen as one of the most important causes of the religious conflict 
there.

Related to this, empirical research has found a correlation between 
limits on religious freedom and the presence of religiously defined 
armed conflict (Basedau et al. 2015). While the causal relationship that 
underlies this correlation has yet to be fully understood, the examples 
of Myanmar and Thailand above indicate that the former might con-
tribute to the latter, given an existing opportunity structure for violence. 
However, it might also be the other way around, namely that the pres-
ence of religious conflict decreases religious freedom. This represents an 
interesting potential venue for future research.

A third influential explanation for the relative religious peace of East 
Asia is anchored in the region’s cultural practices and historical legacies 
(Kang 2014). The religious demography of the Confucian Northeast 
Asia, historically rather tolerant of religious minorities and with three 
nations completely dominated by a single ethno-linguistic group 
( Japanese, Koreans and Han Chinese) may not have been that condu-
cive to religiously defined armed conflict. When it comes to the more re-
ligiously heterogeneous Southeast Asia, one cannot really say the same. 
That is where the East Asian religious conflicts (Indonesia, Myanmar, 
the Philippines and Thailand) have, indeed, played out. In Malaysia, for 
example, religious divisions are an essential part of politics, as religion 
is one of the identity markers that distinguishes the three major groups 
in the country (Malay-Muslims, Indian-Hindus and religious-cultural-
Confucian Chinese). Yet, the point is that difficult relations between 
Buddhists, Christians and Muslims (exemplified earlier in this chapter) 
could have led to more violence than what has been seen.
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Explaining the relative absence of religious civil wars in East Asia
I argue that, together, two main and inter-related factors can explain the 
relative lack of religiously defined conflicts in East Asia. The first is that 
East Asia’s religiously defined conflicts in general, and the jihadist armed 
conflicts in particular, have remained rooted in local dynamics and 
contexts. Thus, the main explanation for the low number of religiously 
defined civil wars is that, unlike elsewhere around the world, the present 
intrastate conflicts have not created strong transnational conflict lines. 
One feature of the religiously defined conflicts in East Asia is, hence, 
the relative absence of internationalisation through external support or 
intervention. Indonesia is the world’s most populous Muslim country 
and Malaysia is also a globally important Muslim-majority country. The 
region also includes five additional states with ethnically concentrated 
Muslim populations, in four of which armed opposition groups continue 
to be active: the Malay Muslim south in Thailand (the former Sultanate 
of Patani), Rakhine State in Myanmar (the historical state of Arakan), 
Mindanao in the Philippines (part of the Sulu Sultanate), Xinjiang 
(East Turkestan) in China and Aceh (the former Aceh Sultanate, not 
currently active) in Indonesia. All of them can look back to a historical 
period when they had their own state or a high degree of national self-
determination.

Several attempts have been made by transnational jihadist groups 
to internationalise or globalise the uprisings among these Muslim 
populations. Furthermore, some small armed factions, notably the ASG 
in Mindanao and JI and Laskar Jihad in Indonesia, have had links to 
the international jihadist movement. The founder and former leader 
of the ASG, Abdurajak Janjalani, fought alongside the mujahidin in 
Afghanistan in the war against the Soviet Union. He returned to the 
Philippines in the late 1980s with a vision to create an independent 
state for the Muslims of Mindanao by waging holy war against what he 
saw as a Philippine government dominated by Christians (Yoshihara 
2006; Santos & Dinampo 2010). Under Janjalani’s command, the ASG 
is thought to have had links to al-Qaeda (Gunaratna 2005). However, 
the group fell from al-Qaeda’s favour after his death in 1998, as it de-
centralised rapidly into a network of more or less autonomous cells 
which began putting more emphasis on criminal rather than terrorist 
activities (Read 2012; Cronin 2009). JI also had links to al-Qaeda. From 

Bjarnegaard-Kreutz_book.indd   104 12/04/2017   11:09



105

Peace by Avoidance of Religious Civil Wars

their sanctuary in Malaysia, the group’s founders and leaders Abdullah 
Sungkar and Abu Bakar Ba’asyir arranged for future recruits to travel to 
Afghanistan to participate in the war against the Soviets. These would 
then return with useful military and terrorist experience (Acharya & Asi 
2006; Koschade 2006). Furthermore, they likely helped JI to grow into 
a regional (not just national) terrorist network with a presence in several 
Southeast Asian countries (Abuza 2008). JI became the most violent 
terrorist outfit in the region, with the 2002 Bali bombings representing 
its bloodiest crime. However, after 9/11, much of the al-Qaeda support, 
including its important financial contributions, is believed to have been 
cut off, partly through the United States’ heavy counterterrorism pres-
sure on al-Qaeda (Oak 2010; Cronin 2009; Read 2012). Add to this 
the East Turkestan Islamic Movement (ETIM) in Xinjiang, which has 
occasionally had operational and ideological connections with jihadist 
movements in Central Asia and beyond. Still, so far, the ETIM has been 
dominated by a local discourse over local grievances and aspirations. 
Thus, a striking feature of the Muslim insurgencies in East Asia is a 
relative reluctance among the insurgents themselves to be drawn and in-
tegrated into the global jihadist movement. With religiously motivated 
goals, and with military means, they have largely remained committed 
to their own local agendas and organisational structures.

International jihadism, in the form that has unfolded in the 
Middle East (Syria and Iraq), South Asia (Afghanistan and Pakistan), 
Africa (Somalia, Nigeria, and Mali) and Central Asia (Tajikistan and 
Uzbekistan), always starts from local grievances. Jihadist entrepreneurs 
exploit local grievances and pull young generations of local rebels into a 
larger and global conflict narrative, where they can see themselves as be-
longing to a unified global front – quite similar to what the international 
communist movement did in the past. Sometimes, however, leaders with 
a mainly local agenda and a high degree of local legitimacy do not want 
to subsume their cause to the struggle for a global caliphate. In East Asia, 
most Muslim armed groups (several of which wish to maintain and revive 
an identity linked to former local Sultanates) seem to prefer to stand out-
side the global jihadist campaign. Hence, the Islamic rebels in the region, 
such as the MILF in the Philippines or the Patani insurgents in the deep 
south of Thailand, have chosen to distance themselves from international 
jihadist networks rather than internationalise their struggles.
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So far, this highly interesting feature of current and previous religious 
conflicts in East Asia has received surprisingly little attention by scholars. 
It deserves a more central role in future studies on the topic. One might 
explore the circumstances under which religiously defined local armed 
conflicts are more or less likely to get pulled into or avoid trans-jihadi-
sation. Strategic considerations could be relevant here. For example, the 
leaders of the Patani insurgent movement might have hesitated to cloak 
their cause in global jihadist garb because doing so could harm their goal 
of achieving some form of self-determination for provinces in southern 
Thailand. Doing so could undermine the legitimacy of the movement 
in the eyes of the local population and raise even bigger obstacles in the 
way of a potential negotiated solution to the conflict. While this is mere 
speculation, interesting parallels can be drawn to Indonesia and the case 
of JI: some radical Indonesian groups, formerly loyal to JI, began to dis-
tance themselves from the group after the 2002 Bali bombings (which 
resulted in over 500 casualties, including 200 deaths), in protest against 
the loss of innocent Muslim lives. Another reason for withdrawing their 
support was, allegedly, that they thought it disadvantageous to be as-
sociated with a high-profile group that had attracted so much domestic 
and international attention (Oak 2010).

The other leg of this argument, supported by Kreutz in this volume, 
concerns the relative lack of internationalisation on the government 
side: those governments involved in fighting religiously motivated 
insurgents on their territories have received or sought fairly little sup-
port from external actors in their struggles. The obvious exception here 
is the Philippines, which has had support from the United States in its 
fight against the ASG. Otherwise, relatively few external actors have 
supported East Asian governments’ efforts to resolve religious conflicts 
by force. For example, international operations such as drone and air 
strikes, ‘boots on the ground’, and so on are seen in other parts of Asia, 
the Middle East and Africa to combat militant groups, but have not 
been present in East Asia. In relation to the absence or weakness of local 
insurgents’ bonds to, for example, the international jihadist community, 
there might be an important dynamic at work here. One could reason-
ably suggest that the lack of external intervention on the side of gov-
ernments has hindered the rise of global jihadism in East Asia, because 
external interventions can provoke further escalations and play into the 
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narratives of jihadist rhetoric. It could, reasonably, also be the other way 
around: since religiously motivated armed movements have remained 
localised, external actors (e.g. the United States and its allies) have had 
weaker incentives to get involved than they have had in other parts of 
the world, where conflicts threaten to spiral out of control and into areas 
of direct national interest. Although the direction of this correlation 
remains to be teased out, it is nevertheless an important feature of the 
East Asian region that the military campaigns both by governments and 
by rebels have been internationalised to a low degree.

The second component of my explanation complements the first 
and is particularly relevant to Indonesia, Malaysia and Singapore: it has 
to do with the state capacity of these East Asian states. Whereas my first 
component seeks to explain behaviour by both a rebel side (the decision 
not to be wired to international jihadist campaigns) and the govern-
ment side (the relative absence of external support or intervention), the 
second is more exclusively tied to the government side. More precisely, 
harshly repressive measures on the side of the Indonesian, Malaysian 
and Singaporean governments, including the strategy and tactics of their 
security services, can account for why the religiously defined conflicts 
have not spread beyond national boundaries, and why provocations and 
incidents have not escalated into full-scale civil wars in these countries. 
It is also important to recognise the repressive nature of the East Asian 
Peace (see Kristine Eck in this volume), which has helped to reduce 
militarised conflict, but has exacerbated other negative effects such as 
respect for human rights and personal integrity.

The fact that Indonesia has been effective in at least downgrading 
jihadist movements should be seen from its historical perspective. 
Islamists have taken up arms against the Indonesian government in the 
past and even declared an Islamic state (the Islamic State of Indonesia 
or Negara Islam Indonesia) in West Java, in 1949. This took place in 
the form of a violent uprising by the Islamist group Darul Islam in the 
years 1953 and 1959–62, when the Islamists actively repressed and 
basically eliminated the communist movement on Java. Darul Islam 
was initially formed to fight Dutch colonial rule, but later challenged 
the new Indonesian Republic when it ignored the Islamists’ demands 
(Matesan 2014). The Islamic State of Indonesia offered a parallel state 
structure and the Darul Islam movement spread to other parts of the 
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country. However, as the Indonesian government gained popular le-
gitimacy throughout the country, it signalled the beginning of the end 
for Darul Islam. The central government was able to reach agreements 
with regional Islamist leaders and offer amnesty and other incentives to 
individual fighters, which successfully swayed them into deserting the 
rebel movement. After a period of gradual weakening, Darul Islam laid 
down its arms when its leader was captured in 1962.

The Indonesian government also effectively dealt with more current 
challenges from religious extremist groups. JI, partly a late offshoot 
of the Darul Islam movement, was formally created in 1993 and, over 
the course of a decade or more, grew into Southeast Asia’s largest and 
most violent Islamist terrorist network. After the Bali bombings in 
2002, Indonesian security agencies arrested hundreds of JI leaders. 
Even though a few cells in the network were able to carry out terrorist 
attacks during a couple of years after the government crackdown began, 
JI has not perpetrated any major attacks since the 2009 assaults on the 
Marriott Hotel and Ritz Carlton Hotel in Jakarta. A reliance on means 
of police and security, rather than military options, and by using them 
within a legal framework, may have been important explanations for 
the effectiveness of the Indonesian counterterrorism operations. Thus, 
Indonesia’s emphasis has been on a legalistic rather than militaristic 
counterterrorism strategy, and it has also combined hard and soft ap-
proaches that largely respect the rule of law (Matesan 2014).

There has also been a limited, but still existing, political space and 
openness for raising religious aspirations within the constitutional 
system, notably in Indonesia and Malaysia. This applies in particular to 
political Islam. A combination of security measures and relative political 
freedom to raise religiously motivated political ambitions seem to have 
been part of the reason for the meagre reception of calls to jihad in 
Indonesia and Malaysia. In Indonesia, the fact that the jihadist ideology 
has had such little success should also be attributed to the country’s long 
tradition of a spiritual interpretation of Islam (Islam Nusantara or Islam 
of the Archipelago), which emphasises non-violence, inclusiveness 
and tolerance of other religions. This ‘Indonesian Islam’, born as Islam 
blended with local traditions and beliefs, dates back more than half a 
millennium and is now regarded as one of the most progressive Islamic 
movements in the world. The Nahdlatul Ulama, the world’s largest 
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Muslim organization, with an estimated 50 million members, carries on 
this tradition. Being pro-democracy, pro-tolerance and anti-extremism, 
it has launched a global campaign against jihadism, directly challeng-
ing the ideology of actors such as the Islamic State, Boko Haram and 
al-Shabaab (Cochranenov 2015). The power of Islam Nusantara and 
social movements such as Nahdlatul Ulama should not be understated 
when explaining the relative failure of jihadism in Indonesia, nor when 
it comes to the crucial task of making sure it does not gain root in the 
future. It can create the kind of strong counter-narrative necessary to 
lead individuals off the path of radicalisation.

However, the combination between harder and softer approaches 
has not been implemented all over the region. Notably, in the case of 
Xinjiang and particularly since May 2014, the Chinese authorities have 
repressed almost all types and manifestations of political Islam, and the 
state continues to monitor closely various types of expressions of Muslim 
and Uighur identities. Beijing’s ban on traditional Uighur gatherings 
(often used by Uighur communities to counter alcohol and drug abuse 
among their young), which in February 1997 led to Uighur demonstra-
tions against religious repression and ethnic discrimination, illustrates 
that state repression of the Uighurs has been ongoing for quite some 
time (Millward 2004; Amnesty International UK 2003). Meanwhile, 
economic investments in infrastructure and mining industries are meant 
to weaken the incentives for locals to support the secessionist forces. So 
far, this remains to be seen.

Whereas the Philippine and Thai governments have relied predomi-
nately on a ‘hard’ military approach in combatting armed insurgencies 
on their territories, the use of government force in these countries is 
an important explanation for why these insurgencies have escalated 
over time. At the same time, these governments have displayed some 
openness to political dialogue and negotiated solutions within consti-
tutional frameworks. Notably in the Philippines, the government and 
the MILF signed the Comprehensive Agreement on the Bangsamoro 
(CAB) in March 2014. The CAB provides for the establishment of 
an autonomous Bangsamoro political entity in Mindanao, and con-
solidates previous agreements, signed by the parties in 2012 and 2013, 
within the Framework Agreement on the Bangsamoro. This was the 
culmination of a long and laborious peace process, which, since its 
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beginning in the early 1990s, had contributed to substantially reduced 
violence levels (Pettersson & Wallensteen 2015). While it represented 
a historic breakthrough in one of the most protracted armed conflicts 
in the world, concerns have been raised over a stalled implementation 
process. Thailand also has seen attempts at negotiations, often facili-
tated by delegations from neighbouring Malaysia, to which many Patani 
locals feel more associated. Formal talks between the government of 
Thailand and a separatist group abbreviated BSN-C (Barisan Revolusi 
Nasional Coordinate) were held in Kuala Lumpur in early 2013 and 
ended with the parties signing a consensus document on a ‘Peace 
Process Dialogue’. However, there have been no negotiations since – a 
development that has been attributed to longstanding political unrest in 
Bangkok. Upon grabbing power in 2014, the current Thai government, 
led by prime minister General Prayut Chan-o-cha, has made arrange-
ments for a re-initiation of the peace process. But the dominant form 
of interaction between the Thai authorities and the southern rebels has 
been military.

Lessons learned and challenges for the future:  
can East Asia retain its ‘religious peace’?

The low degree of internationalisation of religious conflicts and the state 
capacities of East Asian countries are interrelated. The relative – and it 
should be underlined that it is relative and not complete – detachment 
from the global jihadist movements, might be a consequence of East 
Asian states’ ability to remain in control of military campaigns against 
religious militants. There has been no America-led drone warfare as in 
South Asia, the Middle East and parts of Africa. Although American 
support and training have been given, for example, to the Armed Forces 
of the Philippines, the main military tasks have remained domestic in 
scope. Religiously charged conflicts in East Asia have not been con-
nected to global jihadist movements. In addition to what has been 
outlined above, this can partly be explained by the absence of a regional 
power willing to sponsor such movements (although Libya under the 
Gadaffi regime functioned as a sponsor for some of the armed Islamist 
groups in the region).

The relatively low levels of religious civil wars in East Asia during 
the last decades may not be taken for granted. The region’s ability to 
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contain, prevent or attempt to resolve religiously defined conflicts is an 
important feat, but there is no guarantee that the future will follow the 
past trajectory. East Asia remains a fertile ground for jihadist entrepre-
neurs who seek to wire local secessionist campaigns to a global narrative 
and struggle. The terrorist attacks in Jakarta in January 2016 are an 
indication of that, and a significant number of radicals from Indonesia, 
Malaysia, the Philippines and other countries in the region have trav-
elled to the Middle East to fight alongside Islamic extremist groups. 
Yet, the reach of the Islamic State in, for example, Indonesia should not 
be overstated. The movement might be supported by a few hundred 
across the archipelago, but it remains a minuscule presence compared to 
organisations such as the 50-million-strong Nahdlatul Ulama offering 
resistance in the form of vital counter-narratives. The assertiveness (and 
sometimes xenophobia) of nationalist Buddhist forces in Myanmar 
remains a security challenge that may provoke religiously motivated 
violence at higher levels. Buddhists and Christians have mobilized 
politically in several parts of East Asia, sometimes quite aggressively and 
with armed violence. Meanwhile, Indonesia remains a key country and 
the analysis here should not be interpreted as suggesting that Indonesia 
is currently free from the problem of radical Islamism. Some analysts 
argue that it might instead be on the rise due both to the actions of 
conservative Muslim politicians who use religion to mobilize support, 
and to the generous amount of room granted to the voices of intolerance 
by Indonesian media (Hamayotsu 2013). It is also worth pointing out, 
while not necessarily tied to radical Islam, that there has been a docu-
mented increase in prosecutions of religious minorities on charges of 
insulting Islam (Crouch 2012), as evident in the 2016 blasphemy trial 
in Indonesia against Jakarta’s governor.

 I have tried to explain the lack of religiously defined conflicts in East 
Asia up to the present. What the future holds, we cannot know. There 
are worrying indications of trends towards internationalisation of the so 
far mostly locally oriented Muslim uprisings in the region. The Islamic 
State, which may be gaining a foothold in the region, will be quick to 
capitalise on such a development. Moreover, many militants have 
travelled to Syria to participate in the Islamic State’s violent campaign 
to establish a global Islamic caliphate, and the return of some of these 
militants may be a concern from a security perspective. Still, if East Asia 
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can capitalise on some of its achievements, then there are important 
lessons that can be shared with many other parts of the world.

To sum up, in this chapter, I am not trying to explain the East Asian 
Peace with the lack of religious conflict. Such an argument would be 
tautological and circular. What I claim, however, is that in order to 
understand what the East Asian Peace really is, we need to take the 
relative absence, or low-intensity, of religious conflicts in the region into 
account. Whereas religious civil wars have become the most common 
form of civil wars in the world over the last decades, they have largely 
been missing from the East Asian region. I explain the region’s resilience 
against high-intensity religious conflicts in terms of a lack of interna-
tionalisation of religious conflicts as well as, for some of the East Asian 
countries, repressive security approaches towards religiously motivated 
militant groups and relative openness to political channels for dealing 
with religious contestations.
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C H A P T E R  7

Peace by Demographic Change

Henrik Urdal

Explanations for the staggering transition from violence to peace in East 
Asia have primarily centred around domestic economic growth and po-
litical stability, economic integration and interdependence, stabilizing alli-
ances and China as a regional hegemon (Tønnesson et al. 2013; chapters 
in this volume by Goldsmith, Ross, Scott and Tønnesson). In this chapter, 
an argument is put forward that a benevolent demographic shift in East 
Asia, which to some extent stems from deliberate population policies, 
has supported economic and political development and contributed to a 
further deepening of the structural determinants of peace in the region.

While earlier works addressing the political and economic con-
sequences of demographic change have primarily focused on highly 
aggregate population properties like overall population growth, and 
often conclude that demographic factors have little impact, more nu-
anced works suggest that particular demographic developments affect 
both economic growth (Birdsall & Sinding 2001) and political violence 
(Goldstone 2010), though with variations depending on the context in 
which they take place. While often neglected in the discussion of the 
economic rise of the ‘Asian Tigers’, it is well-established that increas-
ing demographic maturity in some of the key countries in the region 
(notably Japan, South Korea, Taiwan and, later, China and Vietnam) is 
one important driver of the strong economic development and growth 
in export-oriented industry. Each of these countries has a large, young 
and relatively well-educated labour force and each is producing fewer 
children; in combination, these demographic changes allow public 
investments to be shifted (Birdsall & Sinding 2001). Hence, one cannot 
fully understand the ‘peace by trade’ (Goldsmith in this volume) and 
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the ‘peace by development’ (Tønnesson in this volume) theses if the 
extensive demographic changes in the region are ignored.

The question posed in this chapter is, do recent demographic trends in 
East Asia support peace? Arguably, declining levels of violence in the re-
gion are associated with the two most pressing demographic challenges 
currently facing many East Asian1 countries: a young age structure and 
a high level of urban population growth. In particular, the discussion of 
the importance of age structure transitions addresses both the potential 
security challenges related to ‘youth bulges’, and the ‘demographic bo-
nus’ argument pertaining to the potential economic boost provided by 
an increase in the labour force. A key intervening factor, human capital 
measured as age-specific education, is discussed.

The chapter further addresses some more specific claims about po-
tential security implications of sex-selective abortion and the resulting 
‘excess males’ in some countries, and the eventual population ageing of 
the demographically maturing countries, both of which arguably lead 
to concerns over some countries’ ability to maintain welfare levels and 
military spending at the same time. However, while these emerging 
population developments will likely pose political and social challenges 
to countries in the region, it is less clear whether they may pose tradi-
tional security concerns. Rather, as the countries in East Asia continue 
to move toward lower fertility levels and smaller youth cohorts, we are 
likely to see a decline in conflict risk as countries move through the de-
mographic transition. An ageing population may arguably become more 
peaceful not only as a result of structural or material processes, but also 
as a result of a changing social mood. The chapter will discuss the pos-
sible mechanisms underpinning such a ‘geriatric peace’ (Haas 2007).

In this chapter, peace is primarily understood relatively narrowly 
as the absence of armed conflict or other forms of political violence. 
However, current patterns of demographic change are also likely to af-
fect the deepening of peace beyond the mere absence of war (Bjarnegård 
& Kreutz in this volume). Fewer children (and in China the rise of 
one-child families), could make parents more risk averse and perhaps 

1. East Asia refers here to Brunei Darussalam, Cambodia, China, The Democratic 
Republic of Korea, Indonesia, Japan, Lao PDR, Malaysia, Mongolia, Myanmar, 
Philippines, Republic of Korea, Singapore, Taiwan, Thailand, Timor-Leste and 
Vietnam.
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even resentful of militarization. Ageing populations could have a simi-
lar effect, as increasing shares of the electorate passes retirement age. 
Urbanization and expansion in education expose people to new ideas 
and have the potential to increase tolerance.

The present study is restricted in important ways. First, demographic 
factors are rarely, if ever, the sole causal determinant of political violence. 
Typically, the relevance of demography depends chiefly on social, 
economic, political and ecological factors. While some key contextual 
factors are addressed, an extensive discussion is beyond the scope of the 
current project. Second, while the importance of demographic factors in 
violent revolutions has been discussed (Goldstone 1991), recent studies 
of demographic change and political violence (e.g. Urdal 2006) suggest 
that demographic factors appear to be more relevant for understanding 
low-intensity armed conflict than large-scale civil and interstate wars. 
Reference is also primarily made to the onset of such conflicts. Third, 
the current data structure only allows for systematic comparison across 
countries over time. However, country-level averages may mask very sig-
nificant internal demographic variation, geographically as well as within 
sub-populations. Differential population dynamics between ethnic groups 
may be considered a potential security concern in its own right (Toft 
2007). Fourth, the current focus is on political violence, while certain 
forms of demographic change, particularly rapid urbanization and excess 
males, may equally well be associated with increased social violence and 
unrest. Melander (in this volume) shows that most East Asian countries 
score low on gender equality, which is reflected in the preference for sons 
and the resulting high levels of sex-selective abortion and excess males in 
countries like China, Vietnam and South Korea. As Bjarnegård (in this 
volume) notes, human security issues, some of which pertain to gendered 
relations, extend beyond armed conflict. Hudson and den Boer (2004) 
argue that skewed gender ratios may increase levels of interpersonal vio-
lence and prostitution. Finally, demographic factors are not exogenous to 
other aspects of development that also contribute to the East Asian Peace.

Demographic change, development, and political violence
Into the early 1990s, the discussion about the effects of demographic 
change was strongly polarized. Population optimists, often building on the 
work of Ester Boserup (e.g. Boserup 1981), maintained that population 
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growth is a driving force for social change and economic development. 
Population pessimists, relying mainly on Malthusian arguments, argued 
that population growth is a threat to economic development and to the 
environment. The dominating view, though, was held by population 
neutralists who maintained that social change is largely determined by 
factors other than population change. Population neutralism was a posi-
tion was embraced by neoliberal economists, reformist economists and 
radical Marxists, all of whom agreed that social institutions play a larger 
role than population for determining how societies develop. Empirical 
support for neutralism was given by studies showing that population 
growth is neither good nor bad for growth in per capita income (see 
Bloom et al. 2003 for an overview).

During the last 15 years, however, these positions have been become 
increasingly obsolete as researchers have shown that age structure is more 
important than population size for understanding population effects on 
social and economic development. Most importantly, population growth 
that is concentrated to young dependent (under 15) age groups leads to 
stagnation or declining per capita income, whereas a growing working-
age population has positive effects on economic growth (Kelley & 
Schmidt 2001). Thus, both population pessimists’ and optimists’ views 
can be supported by data, depending on the distribution of population 
growth across age groups. Neutralism, on the other hand, has become 
less and less convincing as new studies have demonstrated strong effects 
of demographic change on an increasing number of macroeconomic as 
well as political variables (see Birdsall, Kelley & Sinding 2001).

The realization that both rapid economic growth in East Asia and per 
capita income stagnation in most of Sub-Saharan Africa are intimately 
linked to divergent demographic trends has led to a new interest in the 
idea of demographic transition as a potential driving force for social 
change in general. A demographic transition occurs when a society 
characterized by high death rates and high birth rates experiences a long-
term reduction in both death rates and birth rates. The first countries 
to experience a modern demographic transition were found in Europe, 
North America and English-speaking Oceania. Later demographic 
transitions have occurred around the world, and today most people live 
in countries where both death rates and birth rates are at historically low 
levels. The idea of the demographic transition as a potentially universal 
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process was formulated in the mid-1940s by demographers at Princeton 
University (Davis 1945). It has been much criticized and debated, but it 
has turned out to be a persistent empirical phenomenon.

What has not been generally understood until recent years is that the 
demographic transition brings about a characteristic transformation of 
the age structure (Chesnais 1992). Declining mortality rates lead, first, to 
an increase in the child population and, later, to an increase in the young 
adult population. As long as the fertility rate remains high, the increase in 
the young adult population leads to further increases in the child popula-
tion. The first part of the demographic transition, thus, is characterized 
by a rejuvenation of the population, that is, a strong growth of child 
and young adult age groups. When the fertility rate drops, this pattern 
is reversed. Growth in the child population slows down and can even 
become negative. Instead, population growth becomes concentrated to 
the working age population. The youth dependency rate (the ratio of the 
population aged 0–14 relative to that aged 15–64) drops dramatically 
and economic growth tends to accelerate. Later, when the large cohorts 
born during the early phase of the transition grow older, the old-age 
dependency rate (ratio of 65+ to 15–64 population) begins to increase.

Since the mid-1990s, an increasing number of scholars have analyzed 
how shifts in the age structure during the demographic transition affects 
different aspects of society (for overviews, see Birdsall, Kelley & Sinding 
2001; Malmberg 2008). They show that the early phase of the transi-
tion, which is characterized by growing child dependency, tends to be 
characterized by high poverty rates, large current account deficits, a high 
incidence of child labour and a low level of capital accumulation. Societies 
with a rapidly expanding young adult population tend to be characterized 
by high rates of out-migration, rapid urbanization and, as discussed below, 
higher risks of internal armed conflict. As the old-age dependency rate in-
creases, there tends to be a relative decline in the per capita income growth 
rate, a lower savings rate and often an expansion of the public sector.

Age structure transitions and political violence
Armed conflicts are fought almost exclusively by young men,2 and the 
civil war literature has repeatedly visited the issue of whether demo-

2. This does not imply, of course, that young men are inherently violent. The vast majority 
of young men who live in conflict-affected countries do not engage in armed conflict.
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graphic transitions, that generally result in large youth shares popularly 
referred to as ‘youth bulges’,3 increase the risk of violent rebellion. The 
claim that age structure matters for conflict is rooted in two traditions in 
conflict research. First, youth bulges arguably produce increasing griev-
ances due to social, economic and political exclusion, and thus motives 
for young people to engage in violent conflict (Goldstone 1991, 2001; 
Fuller 1995; Huntington 1996; Cincotta et al. 2003; Urdal 2006; Sachs 
2008). Such motives may be amplified by the presence of masculine hon-
our ideology, which is extensive in many parts of the region (Melander 
in this volume). Paid employment is often associated with honour, and 
the lack of jobs may render young men unable to provide for a family 
and reduce their marriageability. Second, large youth cohorts provide 
opportunities for rebel organizations. Opportunity factors in armed 
conflict relate to structural conditions that facilitate a rebel group’s war 
against a government. These may be conditions that provide the rebel 
group with extraordinary financial means to fight, or they may be factors 
that reduce the cost of rebellion, such as unusually low recruitment costs 
for rebel soldiers. The availability of large youth cohorts may be a factor 
that reduces recruitment costs through the abundant supply of rebel 
labour with low opportunity cost (Collier 2000). Rebel recruits join to 
obtain a private good, weighing the potential gains against the expected 
costs represented by the risk of being killed or maimed. Relative gains 
are high either when outside options are poor or when a rebel group 
can offer greater rewards through loot-seeking activities (Gates 2002: 
116). Relevant for both perspectives, large youth cohorts are more likely 
to experience higher unemployment rates and downward pressure on 
male wages (Easterlin 1987; Machunovich 2000).

But there is clearly no deterministic relationship between age struc-
ture and political violence. Although the challenges with providing 
opportunities for burgeoning young populations can be considerable, 

3. As I explain below, youth is defined as the part of a population belonging to the age 
groups from 15 to 24. Youth bulges generally refer to youthful populations, and 
are measured as the percentage youth (15–24) out of the adult population (age 
15 and above). However, ‘youth bulge’ should be understood as a measure of the 
youthfulness of the population, there is no precise threshold value by which we 
may say that we are observing a ‘youth bulge’. A youth bulge, while used widely in 
the policy community, is also a bit of a misnomer since the term ‘bulge’ suggests 
that later cohorts decline. This is no requirement.
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youth bulges may also be an important asset. Two key contextual factors 
are discussed here: rapidly declining fertility leading to a rise in the sup-
port ratio, and expanding educational opportunities.

Changing support ratios
Recent studies in economic demography suggest that youth bulges may 
indeed be a blessing rather than a curse (Birdsall & Sinding 2001; Kelley 
& Schmidt 2001). Large increases in the younger working-age segments 
represent a tremendous potential for economic productivity for econo-
mies that are able to take advantage of such resources. In particular, large 
youth cohorts that precede significantly smaller cohorts, thus experienc-
ing declining dependency ratios, represent a possibility for economic 
growth. This phenomenon is generally referred to as a ‘demographic 
dividend’. Economic growth is generally seen as a pacifying factor (Hegre 
& Sambanis 2006), and age- or structure-driven economic progress 
could thus in principle curb violent conflict. However, the realization of 
demographic opportunities is not guaranteed (Pool 2007).

In countries where population growth in the very young cohorts 
(between ages 0 and 14) is high, the financial costs associated with health 
care and education for economically unproductive younger cohorts can 
be significant. As countries experience declining dependency ratios, 
allowing societies to shift investments towards activities that may yield 
more immediate economic returns, the conflict risk associated with 
youth bulges may arguably decline given the pacifying effect of economic 
development (Hegre & Sambanis 2006). Earlier studies have found youth 
bulges to be associated with an increased risk of armed conflict and other 
forms of political violence (Urdal 2006, 2008), with regime instability 
(Cincotta & Doces 2012; Weber 2013) and with increased state repres-
sion (Nordås & Davenport 2013). Malmberg & Urdal (2016) find that 
youth bulges are associated with an elevated risk of conflict in countries 
that are in the early phases of their demographic transitions, but not in 
societies where the dependency ratio is declining. This could indicate 
that youth bulges are more of a blessing than a curse in demographically 
maturing societies, as large youth cohorts become an economic asset.

Expansion of educational opportunities
Education is generally expected to increase the opportunity cost of rebel 
labour. This implies that rebel recruitment becomes more costly and 
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rebellion less likely as the level of education in a society rises (Collier & 
Hoeffler 2004). The validity of this argument rests on the assumption 
that education increases an individual’s prospects of labour and thus in-
come. While the relationship between education and income is generally 
applicable the effect is context-dependent, in the Middle East and North 
Africa it has proven to be relatively weak (Dhillon & Yousef 2009). In 
countries with large potential pools of recruits, increasing educational 
attainment can act to reduce this pool, thus youth bulges may primarily 
be associated with an elevated risk of conflict in low-education societies. 
Barakat & Urdal (2009) found that it is primarily in in low-education 
contexts that large youth bulges are associated with an increased the risk 
of armed conflict. Hence, the potential that youth bulges destabilize so-
cieties in East Asia and elsewhere depends chiefly on political decisions 
regarding the investment in the human capital, in the form of education, 
and the structure of the economy and labour market. While governance 
structures of many East Asian states may not be strongly tuned towards 
addressing local grievances, the region has largely succeeded in making 
use of their demographic advantage through prioritizing education and 
pursuing a labour-intensive industrial economic development.

Ageing populations
While observers generally agree that age structure transition from very 
young to more mature populations have beneficial economic, social and 
security implications, continued declines in mortality and fertility will 
eventually lead to drastically increasing dependency ratios as large co-
horts of old retirees are replaced by much smaller working-age cohorts. 
This scenario has led to concerns that ageing may reduce the military 
capacity of the ‘greying great powers’, not so much as a result of reduced 
manpower (as the increasing sophistication of military technology 
compensates for fewer boots), but as a result of decreasing ability and 
willingness to fund large military budgets (Haas 2012; Jackson & Howe 
2008; Sciubba 2011). The demographic shifts that are taking place in 
East Asia will extend the challenge of ageing populations to many of the 
countries that are currently the economic engines of the region. While 
there are ways in which the greying great powers may be able to partly 
compensate for ageing (Sciubba 2011), and thus defy some of the most 
alarmist predictions, the scale of the transition will be so extensive that 
it may arguably be considered a security issue.
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Urbanization
Seeing urbanization largely as a translation of rural overpopulation into 
urban settings, many scholars associated with the ‘resource scarcity’ 
school have emphasized rapid urbanization as a potentially destabiliz-
ing force (e.g. Cincotta et al. 2003; Homer-Dixon 1999; Homer-Dixon 
& Blitt 1998; Kahl 2006). Gizewski & Homer-Dixon (1995) point to 
three broad risk factors. First, rural–urban migrants are likely to experi-
ence economic marginalization and deprivation relative to other city 
dwellers, increasing their awareness of their own situation and hence 
potential for political radicalization. Second, migrants may experience 
difficulties in adjusting socially and psychologically to life in the city. 
Traditional sources to social authority and control are weakened. Third, 
the urban environment facilitates high levels of social communication, 
including greater opportunities for collective political action.

Focusing on the interaction of demographic and economic forces, 
Goldstone (2001) argues that when high levels of urbanization com-
bines with underdevelopment – where the job market and the economy 
cannot keep up with urban population growth – violence and instability 
may arise. Economic shocks in the form of economic recession, or even 
stagnation, could increase differences in and importance of economic 
privileges between individuals and groups, thus raising levels of dis-
satisfaction and grievances to the extent that it could spur violent reac-
tions (Brennan-Galvin 2002: 132–3; Gizewski & Homer-Dixon 1995). 
While measuring urban population growth in China is complicated by 
the household registration, or hukou, system which formally does not 
recognize many urban residents, the National Bureau of Statistics of 
China (NBSC) also provides numbers for the de facto urban population 
(UN 2015: 77). The UN Population Division has estimated that the ur-
ban population growth has been between four and five per cent annually 
since 1990, adding an estimated 210 million people to the Chinese ur-
ban population in the 2000–2010 period alone (UN 2015). Goldstone 
(2001: 50) argues that China has managed to avoid social conflict and 
violence largely because of its strong economic performance.

Excess males 
While there is a natural, biological excess of males in all societies in 
the world that ranges roughly from 2–5 per cent greater than females 
in the youngest (0–4) cohorts, in some societies the level of excess 
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males is higher due to a strong cultural preference for male offspring. 
Historically, the skewed gender balance has been attributed to female 
infanticide, a trend probably exacerbated by modern technology, 
notably ultrasound, that paved the way for sex-selective abortions. As 
Bjarnegård (in this volume) argues, while the direct victims of armed 
conflict are mostly men, infanticide among newborn girls represents 
another form of violence that affects girls more severely than boys. 
While sex ratios have been particularly skewed in South and East Asia, 
notably India and China, considerable variation exists within countries, 
including rural-urban differences. Hudson & den Boer (2004) have sug-
gested that great surpluses of young males who are unable to marry and 
form a family, so-called ‘bare branches’ who typically are of low social 
status, are likely to lead to increased antisocial behaviour. These indi-
viduals are more than typically amenable to recruitment into criminal 
and politically dissenting organizations, and thus represent a potential 
security risk. One response to this risk is a strengthening of authoritar-
ian countermeasures. More generally, research on gender relations and 
conflict suggests that states with greater levels of gender equality also 
have lower levels of violent conflict (Caprioli 2001; Melander 2005). 
While countries with relatively normal gender ratios of men and women 
can still have extensive gender inequalities, skewed gender ratios are in 
themselves indicative of gender inequality. As emphasized by Melander 
(in this volume), masculine honour ideology remains a force that could 
undermine peace between and within the states of East Asia, and a 
strongly skewed sex ratio could amplify this challenge.

Data
The demographic data originate from the most authoritative population 
database, the 2012 UN World Population Prospects (UN 2013).4 East 

4. It should be noted that the population data for Myanmar are particularly uncertain. 
No national census was taken between 1931 and 2014, and the UN Population 
Division has used standard procedures to arrive at historical estimates, that is, 
it has extrapolated data from countries assumed to be at a relatively comparable 
level of demographic development to establish a likely demographic trajectory for 
Myanmar. The UN’s estimate for the 2015 population (54 million) is reasonably 
close to the total population size in the 2014 Myanmar census (51 million), yet we 
cannot evaluate the accuracy of UN estimates for age structure and other demo-
graphic properties discussed in this chapter.
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Asia as defined here made up about a third of the total world popula-
tion in the 1950–2000 period, but is projected to decline to less than 
a quarter of world population by 2050. Japan’s population is expected 
to start declining around 2025, while Taiwan, the Republic of Korea, 
China and Thailand are projected to experience population declines 
before mid-century (UN 2013). All countries in the region are expected 
to continue the path towards lower mortality, hence declining fertility 
is the primary cause for the slowing of population growth and even-
tual population decline. Only six out of the 17 countries in the region 
(Timor-Leste, Philippines, Laos, Cambodia, Mongolia and Indonesia) 
currently (2010–2015) have fertility rates above ‘replacement level’, 
which is the level of fertility a population needs in order to sustain its 
size in the long run.

In the discussion below, reference is made to several demographic 
properties. Youth bulges are measured as the percentage of the adult 
population (age 15 and above) that is between 15–24 years old. The 
measure excludes those aged 0–14 in the denominator, otherwise youth 
bulges in countries with high fertility will be underestimated because 
the large under-15 populations deflate the youth bulge measure. A coun-
try’s support ratio is defined as the number of people in the labour force 
(population aged 15–64) per 100 dependents (the population aged 
0–14 and above the age of 64). Urbanization is defined as the percentage 
increase in the urban population, here expressed in five-year periods. 
Excess males are defined as the number of boys exceeding 100 per 100 
girls in the 0–4 year age group. Old age dependency ratio is defined as the 
number of people aged 65 and above as a percentage of the labour force 
(those aged 15–64).

Demographic developments and the East Asian Peace
Age structure transitions
Figures 7.1 and 7.2 display the developments in youth bulges in East 
Asia since 1950 and until 2015, separated into ‘early-transition’ and 
‘late-transition’ panels. While Japan’s transition started early, causing 
youth bulges to start declining in the 1960s, the remaining early starters 
were led by Singapore, Taiwan and the Korea Republic, followed by 
Thailand, DPR Korea, China and Brunei. With the exception of Japan, 
this group nevertheless experienced youth bulges of around 30 per 
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cent up until around 1990. In the second panel, the decline in youth 
bulges started some 10–15 years later, and the decline has not yet been 
as marked as for the early-transition countries. While declining fertility 
already has and will continue to lead to smaller youth bulges within 
in this group, four countries – Timor-Leste, Lao PDR, Cambodia and 
the Philippines – still had youth bulges of 30 per cent or more in 2010. 
The youth population in Timor-Leste is estimated to have peaked in 
2015 at 44 per cent of the total adult population, making it one of the 
most youthful in the world. The Philippines has had one of the slowest 
downward trajectories in the region, owing to their continued relatively 
high fertility.

Consistent with the ‘demographic dividend’ argument raised above, 
demographic changes in the region have largely preceded, and devel-
oped in parallel with, economic progress. In 2015, several demographi-
cally mature countries in East Asia are at or near OECD median of 15 
per cent youth, most notably the most economically developed nations, 
but also Thailand and China (Figure 7.3). However, youth bulges in 
both Timor-Leste and Lao PDR are well above the average for the least 
developed countries, while the Philippines is only slightly below this 
level of youth. Considering long-term trends and projections in Figure 
7.4, youth bulges will have declined to 18 per cent in Vietnam. They will 
also be declining in Lao PDR, the Philippines and Cambodia over the 
next three decades, all falling to below 30 per cent by 2020 expected to 
reach levels between 17 per cent and 21 per cent in 2050. Youth bulges 
in Timor-Leste are expected to decline from the peak of 44 per cent in 
2015 to just above 30 per cent in 2050.

Urdal (2006) initially estimated that a one percentage point increase 
in a youth bulge corresponds to a four per cent increase in the risk of 
armed conflict, when all other factors are equal. However, when tak-
ing into account the developments in dependency ratios, Malmberg 
& Urdal (2016) discovered that the risk associated with youth bulges 
differed significantly depending on whether youth dependency ratios 
were increasing or decreasing. Only in countries where the growth in 
the child population (0–14 years) was very strong, tying up more of 
societies’ financial resources in education and health care for children, 
were youth bulges associated with an increased conflict risk. In more 
demographically mature countries, where fertility has declined substan-
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Source: UN (2013) World Population Prospects: The 2012 Revision.

Figure 7.1: East Asian youth bulges 1950–2015: Early-transition countries

Source: UN (2013) World Population Prospects: The 2012 Revision.

Figure 7.2: East Asian youth bulges 1950–2015: Late-transition countries

tially and financial resources may thus be shifted to more economically 
productive sectors, large youth cohorts were not statistically associated 
with conflict. This suggests that youth bulges become less of a conflict 
risk factor as societies provide increasing economic opportunities.
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Figure 7.5 displays the interaction in the Republic of Korea between 
youth bulges and the support ratio, the latter measuring the working 
population vs. dependents. While Korean youth bulges stayed above 
30 per cent until 1985, the support ratio started to increase strongly 
from around 1970 contributing extensively to the country’s economic 
‘miracle’ (Williamson 2001).

Source: UN (2013) World Population Prospects: The 2012 Revision.

Figure 7.3: East Asian youth bulges 2015

Figure 7.4: East Asian youth bulges 1950–2050 (projection): Selected countries

Source: UN (2013) World Population Prospects: The 2012 Revision.
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The same increase in support ratios in the 1970s and 1980s can be ob-
served across the ‘early transition’ countries (Figure 7.6), and this increase 
contributed to the strong economic growth in the region. However, for 
most of these countries, the support ratio has already peaked, and will 
decline significantly over the next decades as a result of low fertility and 

Source: UN (2013) World Population Prospects: The 2012 Revision.

Figure 7.5: Youth bulges and support ratio: Republic of Korea 1950–2015
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Figure 7.6: East Asian support ratios 1950–2050: Early-transition countries
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ageing populations. The ‘late transition countries’ (Figure 7.7) are 15–20 
years behind, with most of them experiencing an acceleration in support 
ratio only after 1985 and expected to peak between 2025 and 2050.

Source: UN (2013) World Population Prospects: The 2012 Revision.

Figure 7.7: East Asian support ratios 1950–2050: Late-transition countries

Source: Lutz et al. (2007) using data from the International Institute for Applied Systems 
Analysis (IIASA).

Figure 7.8: Completed secondary education (age 20–24) in East Asia 1970–2015
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The decline in youth bulges and increase in support ratios in many 
East Asian countries since the 1970s is broadly consistent with the peace-
ful development in the region. In particular the early-transition countries 
have been peaceful, with the partial exception of Thailand, which has 
experienced regional conflict (Patani) since the early 2000s. In the late-
transition group, the decline of political violence in Indonesia is consist-
ent with the demographic maturing of the country. Myanmar’s decline 
in youth bulges only started to accelerate after 2000, but to date there is 
no apparent decline in violence in following this demographic transition. 
The Philippines, which has also experienced multiple armed conflicts 
over the past decades, has amongst the most slowly maturing populations 
in the region and is expected to experience continued relatively high 
youth bulges. However, the two countries with the largest youth bulges, 
Lao PDR and Timor-Leste, have not experienced recent armed conflict 
(intra-military fighting in Timor-Leste during 2006–08 did not reach 25 
battle deaths per year, our benchmark for ‘armed conflict’).

Education
As discussed above, higher educational levels among youth are associ-
ated with a reduction in the effect of youth bulges on armed conflict. 
Generated from IIASA data (Lutz et al. 2007), Figure 7.8 displays the 
level of secondary education (of citizens aged 20–24) among the coun-
tries in the region. Again, the education data are largely consistent the 
pacification narrative, with China, Malaysia, Thailand and Indonesia 
making the greatest progress in education rates after 1970. While the 
Philippines continues to experience demographically-related challenges, 
its education levels are high and rising. Vietnam and Cambodia have the 
lowest education levels among the countries in the region, with only 
about half of the population aged 20–24 having completed secondary 
education in 2015, however, all countries included here now have educa-
tion levels above that which Barakat & Urdal (2009) found to be associ-
ated with a particularly high risk in the context of youth bulges (below 40 
per cent). Further, it is relevant to note that the gender gap in secondary 
education, which is generally associated with increased conflict risk 
(Melander 2005), has declined substantially; only Cambodia now has a 
significantly higher share of boys than girls in secondary education (17.6 
per cent more boys in 2015). Figure 7.9 illustrates these gender dispari-
ties, including a forecast to 2050 that shows further convergence.
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An East Asian geriatric peace?
The maturing of East Asian populations brings about extensive ageing 
and increasing dependency ratios. In Europe and the United States, ageing 
populations have been addressed as a potential security challenge as they 
may affect a country’s ability and willingness to fund an extensive military 
capacity (Haas 2007; Sciubba 2011: 39). Arguably, the ageing that is 
happening more or less in parallel in all of the economically and military 
dominant states in East Asia may contribute to a reduction in conflict 
potential, or what Haas (2007) calls an East Asian geriatric peace. There 
are at least four distinguishable explanations for such development; two 
address material or structural changes and two capture possible develop-
ments in the social mood spurred by demographic changes.

First, the demographic transitions in East Asia reduce the number 
of youth who could be mobilized for military service. In China, which 
historically has relied on having large armed forces, the number of 
women and men aged 20–29 is estimated to decline from 241 million 
in 2015 to 144 million in 2050, a reduction of 40 per cent. In South 
Korea, the decline in this age group will be 27 per cent, and in Japan 
24 per cent. A demographic shortfall of recruits will not necessarily 
weaken the military capabilities of countries, however, as military prow-
ess is expected to come to depend increasingly on superior technology, 
strong alliances and military efficiency (Sciubba 2001: 45). A particular 
demographic property of interest has been the increasing proportion of 
only-children in China, and whether this will affect the quality of re-
cruits to the People’s Liberation Army. Only-children comprised 21 per 
cent of the PLA in 1996, and reached more than 50 per cent in 2006 (Li 
2007: 27–31). However, there seems to be no difference in personality 
and general service achievement between only-child soldiers and non-
only-child soldiers, while in technological training only-child soldiers 
actually outperform non-only-child soldiers (ibid.).

Second, an aspect that is likely to be of greater significance for military 
capabilities in East Asia is the expected slowdown in economic growth 
combined with increased costs of elder care (Haas 2012; Sciubba 2011). 
As shown in Figure 7.6 above, the increase in the population above 64 
years will cause the support ratio to decline from a peak of around 250 
workers per 100 dependents to fewer than 150 for most demographically 
mature countries in East Asia by 2050. The population of retirees will 
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make up more than a third of the total adult population. Sciubba (ibid. 
57) argues that ‘military funding is perhaps the biggest challenge of 
ageing, as increasing proportions of elderly dependents drain financial 
resources that could be used for defence spending.’ According to Haas 
(2012: 55), Japan has already had to cut military spending in order to 
finance elder care, despite considerable security concerns. China is un-
likely to be able to outgrow the ageing problem, and will get old before 
it gets rich (ibid. 57) even if the country manages to sustain economic 
growth at recent rates. Clearly, China’s generally lower levels of social 
benefits compared to most highly industrialized countries also lower 
expectations about expansion. Combined with a high level of social 
control and political repression, popular pressure for costly reforms is 
lower for China than for many other great powers. On the other hand 
China’s elderly population has relatively little savings and a weakening 
family structure, so many will rely heavily on social security pensions 
after retirement (ibid.). According to Haas, three quarters of all Chinese 
workers are without any pension coverage. While China established the 
National Social Security Fund in 2000 to finance the ‘unfunded pen-
sion liabilities that have been accumulated by state-owned enterprises’ 
(ibid.) the shortfall is already significant and any additional expansions 
in the pension arrangements will worsen fiscal constraints.

A third possible mechanism linking ageing to the opportunity for 
peace is that societies with fewer children value each child even more, 
resulting in states being less able or willing to risk casualties of war 
(Sciubba 2011: 57). Luttwak (1994) argues that such societies will be 
less willing to send their children off to war, reducing their proneness to 
engage in war. It is unclear, however, whether the value of children is so 
elastic. Additionally, increasingly high-tech wars and declining casualty 
rates may reduce the overall concern.

Fourth, older populations could cause changes in social mood that 
will result in a more peaceful development. Jackson & Howe (2008: 
116) claim that ageing populations could be less willing to pursue 
more long-term, but possibly more collectively risky policies as people 
become more risk averse at higher ages. At the same time, older people’s 
ability to process new information and update their views also declines 
with age, potentially providing a reservoir for nationalist and exclusion-
ary ideas. While increasing old age populations may not necessarily 
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cause a decline in nationalist sentiment, less willingness to take risks 
could cause a greater move toward isolationist policies. To the extent 
that generational differences affect political outcomes and priorities, 
demographic shifts can also lead to political shifts. In Japan, the propor-
tion of the electorate aged 65 and above will increase from 31 per cent in 
2015 to 42.6 per cent in 2050. In South Korea, the increase is from 15.6 
per cent to 40.4 per cent. In contrast, in Timor-Leste the proportion of 
elders will decline from 6.9 per cent today to 5.2 per cent in 2050.

Implications for conflict 
In a recent conflict prediction model (Hegre et al. 2013) youth bulges 
and education levels were key predictors, along with other demographic 
factors like infant mortality and population size, and conflict history 
of the country and neighbourhood (measuring the level of conflict in 
neighbouring countries). The model generally predicts a decline in 
armed conflict worldwide. Yet the actual observed conflict level in East 
Asia was lower than the prediction for 2009, which suggests that there 
are pacifying factors in the region that are not well accounted for by the 
model. These could include regime stability, quality of government, level 
of social control, or the presence of a stable regional hegemon, all factors 
for which forecasts are not available and thus excluded from the model. 
The long-term prediction is one of declining conflict risk in East Asia – 
both compared to the estimated current risk and, in the longer run, also 
compared to the current observed level of conflict, which from 2013–
2016 was lower than the prediction expected. For 2017, three East Asian 
countries are among those with the highest conflict risk predictions, with 
the Philippines ranked as having the third highest risk globally (about 80 
per cent of simulations forecast conflict), Myanmar fourth (74 per cent) 
and Thailand fifth (68 per cent). By 2050, however, the risk is predicted 
to decline to almost half in the Philippines and Myanmar, and to almost 
a third in Thailand. Conflict risk in China is expected to increase some-
what, from 10 per cent in 2017 to 19 per cent in 2050, mainly due to its 
large population as the model assumes a certain per capita conflict risk. 
While it seems reasonable to expect that the risk of internal conflict rises 
in countries with large, heterogeneous populations and large territories, 
it is by no means certain that these factors will be relevant in China in the 
future. Indonesia is the country in the region with the highest predicted 
conflict risk among those countries that did not have armed conflict in 
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2009. Though the conflict risk is predicted to decline overall in East Asia, 
its relative share of the world’s conflicts is expected to increase as a result 
of sharper conflict risk declines in other world regions. A limitation of 

Source: Lutz et al. (2007).

Figure 7.9: Gender parity in secondary education (age 20–24) in East Asia 1970–2050

Source: UN (2015) World Urbanization Prospects: The 2014 Revision.

Figure 7.10: Urban population five-year growth rates 1990–2050: Early-transition 
countries
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these models is that they do not take into account the implications of the 
demographic transition and the prospects for a demographic dividend 
from declining youth dependency ratios.

Figure 7.11: Urban population five-year growth rates 1990–2050: Late-transition 
countries

Figure 7.12: Excess males aged 0–4 in selected East Asian countries 1970–2030
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Source: UN (2013) World Population Prospects: The 2012 Revision.
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Are urbanization and gender imbalance challenges to the East Asian Peace?
Two other demographic developments feature prominently in the lit-
erature and are important, in East Asia; rapid urbanization and gender 
imbalances due to sex selective abortion. To what extent do these factors 
pose challenges to the East Asian Peace?

Goldstone expresses concern about China’s ability to achieve eco-
nomic growth that can support the demands of its growing urban popu-
lation, which for some time has been among the highest in the world 
due to a ‘saturated agricultural sector’ (2001: 98). The level of urbaniza-
tion varies significantly between countries in East Asia and, as displayed 
in Figures 7.10 (early-transition countries) and 7.11 (late-transition 
countries), urban population growth has declined significantly in all 
countries, though some countries (notably Lao PDR and Timor-Leste) 
will continue to experience moderate to high urban population growth 
rates in the coming decades.

Despite ominous warnings about the security risk caused by strong 
and rapid urbanization, there is little evidence to suggest that this 
represents a challenge to the East Asian Peace. In two earlier studies, 
I found no statistical support for an association between strong urban 
population growth and armed conflict (Urdal 2005; 2008); similarly, a 
recent study of 55 major cities in Asia and Sub-Saharan Africa found no 
systematic relationship between urban population growth and ‘urban 
social disorder’, low-intensity violent and non-violent events, even in 
the context of economic shocks (Buhaug & Urdal 2013). While rapid 
urbanization cannot be assessed in isolation from economic and politi-
cal factors, the general concern over urbanization as a potential source 
of social instability may be exaggerated.

A concern over the possible security implications of a skewed gender 
distribution has arisen primarily as a result of high observed male off-
spring preference and sex selective abortion in India and China (Hudson 
& den Boer 2004). Figure 7.12 displays the gender difference in the 0–4 
year old cohorts for the East Asian countries that are most affected by a 
skewed gender distribution. The strong increase in males in the youngest 
age cohorts is visible from the mid-1990s, first in the Republic of Korea. 
Similar patterns are later observed in Brunei, Taiwan, China, and most 
recently Vietnam. While gender skewedness is trending back somewhat, 
the divergence is expected to continue to be higher than natural gender 
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differentials. And for China, which has the strongest differentials, recent 
imbalances will translate into almost 25 million excess men aged 20–39 
years in 2030. Whether gender skewedness could translate into a greater 
risk of political violence is unclear. While Urdal (2008) found some sup-
port for excess males increasing the risk of violence in India, several of the 
East Asian countries experiencing major excess male challenges are argu-
ably stronger and more capable of containing violence. As a demographic 
phenomenon, however, the changes are exceptionally powerful, suggest-
ing that the social consequences could be extensive, potentially leading to 
negative externalities like increasing levels of social violence, prostitution 
and cross-border trading of women (Hudson & den Boer 2004).
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C H A P T E R  8

The Repressive Peace

Kristine Eck

This book’s point of departure is the stylized fact that East Asia has seen 
a disproportionate decline in the severity of intrastate armed conflict, 
compared with the rest of the world. This chapter explores the question 
of whether this decline may in part be the result of states successfully 
institutionalizing repressive strategies that inhibit dissent. I suggest that 
many East Asian states are able to police dissent effectively through the 
restriction of civil liberties and, in so doing, obstruct nascent opposi-
tion movements and that these institutional innovations explain at least 
a part of the domestic East Asian peace. Because they are built on the 
violation of citizens’ human rights, however, the peace they create is a 
fragile one. I thus speak to both of the main questions addressed in this 
book: how can the East Asian Peace be explained and how deep is it?

Armed conflict does not appear out of the blue. It is preceded by pe-
riods of contentious politics, including group-level demands for reforms 
to the status quo that typically are publicly articulated prior to the out-
break of open hostilities. Why is dissent not managed peaceably before 
escalating to armed violence? Previous research has generally focused 
on answers that relate to institutional pathologies. Robust democracies 
contain channels for dissent that allow a regime’s opponents a pathway 
to articulate desires for reform and to affect policymaking through 
elections, referenda, petitions and other two-way channels of influence. 
Institutional checks and balances ensure responsiveness to the populace, 
and universal suffrage secures their enfranchisement. Some East Asian 
states, notably Japan, South Korea and Taiwan, have consolidated such 
systems and manage group-level conflict through these mechanisms.1

1. It should be noted, however, that even democracies employ repression when faced 
with violent challengers (Conrad & Moore 2010; Davenport 1995).
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Regimes that do not offer channels for peaceable conflict resolution, 
however, must adopt other strategies for managing dissent. While insti-
tutionally inconsistent and authoritarian regimes can co-opt opponents 
and buy off dissent to a certain degree, they virtually always do so in con-
junction with the deployment of some form of repression.2 Repression 
can mean many things. One of the primary distinctions is whether 
repression involves violence by state agents or not. This dichotomy is 
found in international human rights law: non-derogable rights contained 
in the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights – the prohibi-
tions of murder, torture and slavery – by definition cannot be breached, 
while other human rights are derogable under certain conditions such as 
a state of emergency.3 The rights to life and bodily integrity have been the 
primary focus of political science research because they are considered 
to be fundamental. They are operationally defined as ‘physical integrity 
rights’, violations of which include acts like extrajudicial killings, disap-
pearances, torture and political imprisonment.

Studies of violent repression are in agreement that armed conflict is 
positively correlated with infringements of physical integrity rights by 
state agents (Conrad & Moore 2010; Davenport 2007; Davenport & 
Loyle 2012; Hill & Jones 2014), but are in disagreement about the ef-
fect of repression on the outbreak of armed conflict (Carey 2006; Gurr 
1970; Gurr & Moore 1997; Lichbach 1987; Moore 1998; Muller 1985; 
Ritter & Conrad n.d.; Shellman 2006; Sullivan 2014). Little systematic 
work has examined the effects of other, non-violent forms of repression 
on armed conflict,4 due in large part to a paucity of useful systematic 
cross-national data on violations of civil liberties. Thus we do not know 
whether states are able to substitute non-violent forms of repression for 
violent forms and whether the former might facilitate more efficient 
regimes of coercion and control.

The chapter proceeds as follows. First, it maps the repertoires of 
repression that are used in East Asia, making a primary distinction 

2. See Davenport & Armstrong (2004) on the relationship between democracy and 
repression.

3. The freedoms of thought, conscience and religion, and certain conditions under 
which individuals cannot be imprisoned, are also non-derogable under the Inter-
national Covenant on Civil and Political Rights.

4. Some notable exceptions include Davenport (1995) and Rasler (1996).
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between violations of physical integrity rights (violent repression) and 
violations of civil liberties (non-violent repression). It then develops the 
argument that substituting non-violent for violent forms of repression is 
both more effective and obscures our understanding of the peacefulness 
of the region. It concludes with a discussion about the implications of 
current repressive practices for the East Asian Peace.

Repertoires of repression in East Asia
While the decline of armed conflict in East Asia has been studied exten-
sively (cf. Bjarnegård & Kreutz in this volume) there is little research that 
examines other forms of political violence, particularly state repression. 
Because there is the possibility that states may not bundle their use of 
violent and non-violent repression, looking at them in turn may provide 
insights into how East Asian states use repertoires of repression.

The first question to consider is whether two-sided violence between 
warring parties (armed conflict) has been transformed into one-sided 
violence by the state against its population. Using the most comprehen-
sive estimates of respect for physical integrity rights that currently exist, 
we can map respect for physical integrity rights in East Asia since the 
end of WWII.5 Figure 8.1 shows the level of respect for physical integrity 
rights, where higher values indicate greater respect for human rights. 
The figure suggests that there is not a substitution effect between armed 
conflict and violent repression in the regional aggregate. In fact, physical 
integrity rights have been increasingly respected in East Asia: the mean 
has increased from -0.5 in the 1950s to over 0.5 in 2014. This is a con-
siderable improvement, though East Asia still lags somewhat behind the 
global average. A growing body of literature shows that improvements in 
respect for physical integrity rights may be due in part to the rising cen-
trality of international law, which suggests in turn that the ratification 
of treaties like the UN Convention on Torture does lead to decreases 
in violations of physical integrity rights (Fariss 2014), though this may 
be conditioned on domestic institutions (Conrad & Ritter 2013; Lupu 

5. These data come from Fariss (2014), whose latent variable model of repression 
attempts to estimate the ‘true’ level of repression by incorporating information 
from multiple sources and then quantifying the uncertainty of each estimate, 
conditional on the availability of each variable included in the model.
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Source: Eck and Fariss (2015).

Figure 8.1: Respect for physical integrity rights in East Asia, 1949–2013
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2013, 2015).6 These findings dovetail with Scott’s argument (in this 
volume) that international law has contributed to declining violence in 
the East Asia region.

Figure 8.2 breaks down these trends for each of the countries in the 
region, ranked in order from those with the highest to the lowest respect 
for physical integrity rights (averaged over the period). The dots are 
the point estimates and the lines represent 95% confidence intervals. A 
number of interesting patterns are discernable. First, many of the coun-
tries that show the greatest respect for physical integrity rights are those 
that have transitioned to consolidated liberal democracies, like Japan, 
Taiwan and South Korea. Note, however, that a number of countries 
associated with strongly restrictive policies towards political opposi-
tion also respect physical integrity rights. Brunei, for example, has the 
second-highest level of respect for human rights in the region.

Human rights as a whole in the region have improved and this im-
provement is driven by a reduction in violent forms of individual repres-
sion, that is, physical integrity violations. But the high rankings of Brunei 

6. Note that the findings on international law and repression are contested, and are 
generally considered to be poorer predictors of physical integrity rights violations 
than domestic variables (Hill & Jones 2014).
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and Singapore in Figure 8.2 suggest that there is more to understanding 
the complex pattern of respect for human rights than meets the eye. 
What about non-violent forms of repression? Have states found a way 
to substitute non-violent forms of population control for the violence 
that once ran rampant in the region? This is an important distinction 
because, as repression becomes less violent, it also becomes less visibly 
manifest in the data that researchers and policymakers employ, making 
it easier to overlook.

Using Freedom House data from 2014 and 1972 (the first year it 
collected these data), Table 8.1 contrasts with Figure 8.2.7 The table 

7. Freedom House data has been criticized for methodological and coding problems, as 
well as for potential bias (see, for example, Jay Ullfelder’s many posts on this subject 
at https://dartthrowingchimp.wordpress.com/tag/freedom-house/). While these 
critiques are well-founded and we should be cautious about over-interpreting the 
point estimates, the Freedom House data are nonetheless useful in a comparative 
perspective and provide the longest available time-series of respect for civil and 
political rights. The general picture they paint with regard to lack of respect for 
these rights in East Asia can be confirmed in case narratives of the region and other 
human rights sources.

Source: Eck and Fariss (2015).

Figure 8.2: Respect for physical integrity rights in East Asia by country, 1949–2013
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Table 8.1: Freedom House scores for East Asia, 2014 and 1972

2014 1972
Political 

rights
Civil 

liberties
Political 

rights
Civil 

liberties
Free
Japan 1 1 Japan 2 1
Mongolia 1 2 Malaysia 2 3
South 
Korea

2 2

Partly free
East Timor 3 4 East Timor 3 3
Indonesia 2 4 Indonesia 5 5
Malaysia 4 4 Laos 5 5
Philippines 3 3 Philippines 6 4
Singapore 4 4 Singapore 5 5

Not free
Brunei 6 5 Brunei 6 6
Cambodia 6 5 Cambodia 6 5
China 7 6 China 7 7
Laos 7 6 Mongolia 7 7
Myanmar 6 6 Myanmar 7 5
North Korea 7 7 North Korea 7 7
Thailand 6 5 South Korea 5 6
Vietnam 7 5 Thailand 7 5

Vietnam 7 7

Notes: (1) Some countries achieved independence after 1972. The values for these countries 
come from the first full year of independence; the start years are Brunei (1984), East Timor 
(2002), and Vietnam (1977).

(2) Political and Civil Rights range from 1-7, with 1 representing the most free and 7 the least free. 
(3) Taiwan is not included in the Freedom House data.
Source: Freedom House
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indicates that when it comes to political and civil rights, Brunei does not 
perform much better than North Korea. This suggests that the govern-
ments of East Asia may deploy very different strategies with regard to 
violent versus non-violent repression. While they are increasingly will-
ing to respect physical integrity rights, the same is not necessarily true 
for political and civil rights.

Freedom House recorded that in 2014 only three East Asian countries 
were fully free across 25 indicators of political rights and civil liberties, 
while the remaining 13 were only partly free or not free. The Freedom 
House data indicate that there has been little change since 1972, when 
it was first collected. While a few individual countries have shifted up or 
down (Mongolia and South Korea have improved while Malaysia and 
Laos have declined), the broader pattern is virtually identical. On the 
whole, the data indicate that the decline in battle deaths in East Asia over 
time has been mirrored by an improvement in physical integrity rights but 
not in political and civil rights. Indeed, with only a few notable exceptions, 
most countries in the region have remained at dismal levels over the past 
decades. We thus cannot rule out the possibility that one explanation for 
the decline in armed conflict in East Asia is that states have become better 
at implementing tight social and political controls, and that these in turn 
have inhibited the growth of opposition organizations. This suggestion 
complements Svensson’s argument (in this volume) that the lack of seri-
ous religious violence in East Asia is due in part to strong state capacity, 
which has enabled security apparatuses to repress effectively.

Distinguishing between violent and non-violent repression, we can 
establish a set of ideal types on the basis of state behaviour. First are the 
non-repressors like Japan, South Korea and Mongolia, which engage 
in neither violent nor non-violent repression to any major extent. This 
does not mean that these societies are free from discrimination and 
other social ills, but the governments of these states respect citizens’ 
rights to physical integrity and the full expression of political and civil 
liberties.

On the other end of the spectrum are all-around repressors that use 
both violent and non-violent forms of repression. Myanmar is an excel-
lent example. Not only has its army been implicated in virtually every 
type of physical integrity violation imaginable, including torture, rape, 
murder and forced displacement, these violent tactics are accompanied 
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by a far-reaching set of limitations on political and civil rights. Media 
freedoms are restricted, as are the rights to free speech and assembly. 
Religious freedoms are regularly encroached upon. While many observ-
ers have noted that recent reforms in Myanmar have led to improve-
ments across these dimensions, it is also important to point out that as 
of 2016, violent campaigns continue in the ethnic border areas and that 
there is no independent judiciary or rule of law. The government has 
consistently failed to protect Muslims from being attacked by violent 
mobs, continues to arrest peaceful demonstrators and journalists, and 
has engaged in an extensive campaign against the Rohingya minority 
that has been characterized alternately as a crime against humanity or as 
a genocide (Freedom House 2016).

Myanmar is a clear-cut and extreme example of an all-around 
repressor. But countries in this category can engage in violent and 
non-violent repression on a lesser scale as well. Cambodia, for example, 
regularly engages in arbitrary detention and political imprisonment, 
as well as torture and forced labour. Human Rights Watch reports that 
at least three individuals died under suspicious circumstances in 2015 
(HRW 2016). Cambodia has passed laws allowing the government to 
restrict elements of civil society that are perceived to be critical to the 
regime, and has placed restrictions on freedom of speech and assembly. 
Similarly, Malaysia’s Sedition Act stifles criticism of the government 
by restricting free speech, while the Printing Presses and Publication 
Act provides another means for the government to censor and censure 
public dissent. Although demonstrations occur and are allowed by the 
police, participants are regularly arrested afterwards and prosecuted on 
unlawful assembly charges. Preventive detention of political opponents 
is frequent, and cases of police torture in custody as well as suspicious 
deaths are recorded annually. A local human rights NGO, Suara Rakyat 
Malaysia, documented at least 10 suspicious deaths in police custody in 
the first nine months of 2015 (HRW 2016). All-around repressors have 
at their disposal the entire toolbox of repressive tactics and use these 
both in tandem and in substitution, attempting to optimize their ability 
to suppress perceived opposition to the ruling regime. The particular 
mix of violent and non-violent tactics, as well as the individuals these 
actions are directed against, may change over time, but these states are 
characterized by a lack of respect for basic human rights.
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All-around repressors, particularly those which use high levels of 
violence, tend to receive considerable international attention and con-
demnation. Their flouting of basic human rights is done too blatantly 
for the international community to ignore. This is not necessarily the 
case, however, for the other category of repressive state: the soft repres-
sors. These countries do not engage in violent repression, but they do 
restrict civil and political rights enshrined in international human rights 
covenants. Because they rarely or never engage in outright violence, 
these states tend to receive less international attention. As a result, they 
are often perceived to be ‘peaceful’ states. Yet this is to turn a blind eye to 
their violations of political and civil rights and the fact that their ability 
to restrict these rights is built on the threat of violence, i.e. that individu-
als will be imprisoned. In Singapore, the freedoms of assembly, associa-
tion, and expression are tightly regulated and monitored by the state. Its 
Internal Security Act, an inheritance of British colonization, continues 
to be the legal cornerstone that enables the ‘preventive’ detention of 
political opponents for unlimited periods without charge or judicial 
review. Indeed, no evidence of criminal behaviour is needed; detention 
may be based on the government’s perception of threat potential. As a 
former Minister of Home Affairs stated, ‘the ISA allows an overall as-
sessment of the threat posed by a person to be presented and considered 
in totality, unlike a criminal case that is tried before the courts which 
consider only specific acts directly related to that charge’ (Teo 2011).

Theoretically, one could also conceive of a category of repressor 
state that uses exclusively violent methods. In practice, however, this 
is an empty set. States appear not to use violent methods without also 
deploying an array of non-violent measures in concert. Relating these 
ideal types to the East Asian Peace highlights the utility of incorporat-
ing repressive practices in conceptions of peace. The non-repressors 
are countries that adhere to common-sense notions of peace: in these 
states, dissent is managed through open and institutionalized channels 
that allow universal participation. These states do not impinge upon 
individuals’ ability to exercise basic rights. But in states that engage in 
repression we expect that ‘peace’ is of a different character. Such a peace 
is built at least in part upon the subversion of basic human rights and the 
forcible suppression of dissent. There is a tendency, however, to turn a 
blind eye to the nature of this peace, particularly in soft repressive states. 
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This failure to appreciate the nature of soft repression can be particularly 
insidious when seeking to understand why some countries are ‘peaceful’ 
and when considering the nature of different types of ‘peace’.

The distinction between violent and non-violent state repression 
matters for how we evaluate explanations of the East Asian Peace. Take, 
for example, Tønnesson’s argument (in this volume) that, in order to 
avoid open conflict that would disrupt economic growth, the East Asian 
developmental state represses or incorporates would-be rebels. Global 
large-N studies find that GDP and GDP growth is associated with re-
duced levels of physical integrity rights violations (Hill & Jones 2014; 
Conrad & Moore 2012; Poe & Tate 1994), but we have no empirical 
evidence that improvements to economic development are associ-
ated with increased respect for civil rights. Similarly, Yap argues (in this 
volume) that prioritizing economic growth over political development 
in East Asia has resulted in decreased levels of political trust and con-
comitant increases in protests. However, her assumption that protests 
embody conflict may not be tenable. Protests are public and communal 
expressions of preferences in order to effect change and, as such, the 
very fact that people feel that they will not suffer repercussions for their 
involvement or that those risks are balanced by the potential benefits 
suggests greater health of the polity than do systems that appear peaceful 
because of their lack of open demonstrations of opposition, but which 
accomplish this placidity through the circumscription of human rights.

On the effectiveness of non-violent repression
One of the dangers in distinguishing between violent and non-violent 
repression is that there is a tendency to assume that non-violent repres-
sion is a lesser evil and therefore to treat its presence as relatively innocu-
ous. But non-violent repression may be particularly pernicious when it 
comes to inducing social control, precisely because of this tendency to 
underestimate it.

To underscore this point, let us pause for a brief thought experiment. 
Consider the literature on totalitarianism, which takes the suppression 
of civil liberties to its natural extreme. The reason dystopian literature 
on totalitarian worlds is so terrifying is because the reader is invited to 
imagine a state that is able to induce individuals to police themselves 
and others. Recall George Orwell’s 1984: the state rarely needs to resort 
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to violations of physical integrity rights because obedience is compelled 
by effectively institutionalized surveillance and self-censorship (Orwell 
1961). Using the fictional world of 1984 as a counterfactual can be 
informative. The Big Brother government would score relatively well on 
respect for physical integrity rights: there are occasional violations, but 
these are not widespread. There is no ongoing civil war, nor even an ef-
fective resistance movement. In most respects, ‘Airstrip One’ (Orwell’s 
fictionalized Great Britain) would therefore fare quite well on measures 
of peace, were we to apply extant coding criteria – an irony that would 
surely not be lost on Orwell. The analogy is useful to highlight the idea 
that the terror induced by the consistent persecution of civil liberties 
constitutes an extreme violation of personal dignity and calls into ques-
tion the assumption that civil liberties are of lesser importance in the 
hierarchy of human rights.

The element of fear is instrumental in making non-violent forms of 
repression effective. Repressive tactics are typically interpreted as pun-
ishments against individuals whom the state perceives as having violated 
its directives or who otherwise pose a threat, but repression is as much 
about signalling to a wider audience costs for future infractions and in 
doing so, inducing fear and self-policing. Research has found that previ-
ous patterns of repression can reduce the need for future repression by 
signalling future costs (Crabtree, Fariss, & Kern 2015; Duvall & Stohl 
1983; Schnakenberg & Fariss 2014). If optimized, regimes can obviate 
their need for violence, or even for inflicting punishment; in the most ef-
ficient repressive systems, the threat of repression is sufficient for citizens 
to police themselves and each other. This self-regulation is particularly 
efficient for states because it reduces the costs of repression by absolving 
the state of the need to monitor and enforce restrictions on behaviour.

This argument is more than just counterfactual hyperbole; it is also 
grounded in the observations of the researchers in charge of the oldest 
ongoing systematic human rights data collection effort. Wood & Gibney 
(2010: 370) argue that

…there will be instances where a government is so repressive that, as a 
consequence, there are relatively few acts of political violence. For a state 
that is truly efficient in its use of coercive repression against its citizens, 
the repression from an earlier period will continue to repress citizens or 
deter challenges to the controlling regime in subsequent periods.
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Because the study of political violence tends to be empirically inspired, 
it is rarely reflected upon that there are both visible and invisible as-
pects of state repression. And while states have incentives to obscure 
information on their repressive acts, one can still study how individuals 
are physically harmed by the state (imprisoned, tortured and killed) 
although the data may be imprecise. While we are often unsure about 
the full scope of these activities or the details of every case, both activists 
and researchers have established methods by which they can generate 
estimates of the scale of state violence. One can also observe the laws 
that states pass and the civil rights which they impinge upon. But it is 
extraordinarily difficult to grasp the extent to which state repression af-
fects the psyche; on the actions not taken as a result of repression, and on 
the thoughts that remain unspoken. McCamant (1984: 35) underscores 
that with regard to political repression, there are both

a manifest expression and a latent one, and the invisible and latent 
one is by far the more important. We can “see” … the persons jailed 
for political reasons, the press censored, or the labour union funds 
confiscated, but the important impact is on the others, those who think 
it could happen to them if they should get out of line. Fear is what gives 
political repression its significance.

Indeed, ‘quiescence represents the pinnacle of repressive success’ (Earl 
2011: 263).

Thus, before we dismiss non-violent regimes as being relatively peace-
ful compared to their more overtly violent relatives, we should consider 
the consequence of living in a society that has an efficient system of 
civil and human rights restrictions. Do individuals suffer psychological 
violence? What are the consequences of living under a regime that you 
know can harm you with impunity? In what ways does fear suppress the 
expressions of dissent in a population? Is this suppression tenable and 
stable in the long run?

Is a repressive peace sustainable?
If we are interested in understanding the East Asian ‘peace’, we must 
ask what happens when violence is sublimated through repressive state 
policies. What happens when these policies become normatively and 
institutionally consolidated, as is the case in countries like Singapore 
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and Malaysia? If we could look into the minds of the populace, would 
we find an acceptance of these restrictions on their freedoms; would a 
lifetime under such a regime imply a not only compliance but also an 
internalized acquiescence? Or would we find resentment? In essence: 
should we expect that there is a latent grievance on the part of that 
fraction of the populace which silently chafes under restrictions to their 
liberties and threats to the dignity of their persons? If so, under what 
conditions might this silent resentment be articulated?

Theories of informational cascades developed in the post-Soviet 
context suggest that in at least some authoritarian contexts, citizens 
hold private beliefs that differ from their public statements and in which 
they have a latent grievance with the state. Once activated by the actions 
of first movers, latent conflicts can be transformed into widespread 
societal dissent, as was the case in Eastern Europe in 1989. The same 
idea has been applied to the Arab Spring: once catalysed, countries with 
repressive laws that had previously successfully prevented armed con-
flict suddenly experienced widespread protests and demonstrations. In 
some cases, particularly those where protests were met with repression, 
these situations escalated to full-on armed conflict. Should these two 
historical analogies guide our thinking about the East Asian Peace? Is 
there a widespread latent dissent that only needs the right spark to set 
the region aflame?

Would the likelihood for armed conflict be greater if East Asia were not 
so repressive? Certainly, previous research on the relationship between 
democracy and political freedom leads us to expect that conflict would be 
less likely in East Asia if its constituent countries were to become consoli-
dated democracies with fully representational systems which genuinely 
facilitated the adjudication of individual-level and group-level grievances 
through the electoral system and an independent judiciary (Davenport 
& Armstrong 2004). And while democratization and political reforms 
are afoot throughout East Asia in countries like Myanmar, one should 
be careful not to assume that such trends will necessarily be linear, as 
the case of Thailand exemplifies. Nor does electoral democracy neces-
sarily equate with respect for human rights practice, as the Philippines 
and Indonesia illustrate. Democracy contains many elements, and many 
of Southeast Asia’s democratizing states have improved dramatically in 
terms of electoral rights or checks and balances on executive power, but 
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remain problematic in terms of political and civil rights. Like all political 
processes, democratization witnesses struggles for power, which in turn 
can lead to negative externalities such as the suppression of civil rights. 
It is important, therefore, to maintain a conceptual distinction between 
political systems and respect for human rights; countries considered 
formally democratic may nonetheless impinge on human rights.

So let us accept that in at least one counterfactual scenario, the quality 
of peace in East Asia could be deeper than at present. But what about the 
counterfactual scenario in which the regime types of the non-consolidat-
ed democracies in East Asia were to remain the same but the government 
ceased to deploy repressive measures against the populace? If Singapore 
allowed free speech, if Malaysia repealed its Security Offences Act, if 
Myanmar forbade human rights violations by its military and allowed a 
truly free press? Would the opportunity to express dissent openly with-
out fear of retribution lead to mass action? And if so, in which countries? 
This question is far more difficult to answer.

The literature on regime type and conflict suggests that weak states, 
and states that are in transition (even to democracy), are more likely to 
experience conflict as different interest groups seize the opportunity to 
stake their claims (Hegre et al. 2001). Indeed, it is difficult to imagine 
that a state that suddenly lifted the threat of repression would not be 
faced with a plethora of conflicting demands. Without having a system in 
which these demands could be adjudicated between and met, social un-
rest would be a likely outcome, though its nature and expression would 
depend on the context and constraints that activists face. This highlights 
the important distinction that a peace defined by non-violence need not 
be durable or sustainable, and that in approaching an understanding of 
the East Asian Peace, we need to consider all of its dimensions.

Normative conceptions of peace suggest that when the laws and 
structure of a state repress fundamental human rights, this situation is 
qualitatively different from states in which peace is built on cooperative 
arrangements that adjudicate interests and respect human rights. From a 
research perspective, it is also important to differentiate between differ-
ent types of ‘peace’ or non-conflict; those cases where peace is built on 
repression may be indicative of latent conflicts and, ultimately, fragility.

The East Asian peace has been lauded for decreasing the amount 
of death and displacement in the region, and this conclusion has been 
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drawn on the basis of measured battle deaths. Both in absolute and 
relative terms, East Asia has experienced a decline in fatalities from 
intrastate armed conflict. Harnessing these data as the primary evidence 
for an East Asian Peace suggests that the best proxy for peace is the ab-
sence of killing between combatants. But the absence of armed conflict 
can mean many things when thinking more broadly about what peace 
means. Concepts of ‘positive peace’ and ‘structural violence’ suggest that 
peace could, and perhaps should, be conceptualized far more inclusively. 
As Bjarnegård (in this volume) rightly notes, we must consider variation 
in types of violence and variation in who is exposed to violence if we 
are to understand the depth of the East Asian Peace. It is reasonable 
that battle deaths are the starting point for understanding peace in East 
Asia, but one must keep in mind that it is only that: a starting point. To 
understand peace, we need to ensure that we are not blinded by a too 
narrow focus on armed combat.

In order to predict the likelihood of latent conflict in East Asia be-
coming manifest, we need to understand more about the foundations of 
repression. There are many ways to typologize repression: is it violent or 
not? are civil liberties denied? who is targeted? is targeting predictable? 
is repression applied consistently? which actors of the state engage in 
repressive acts? what oversight do they face? are the effects of repression 
on a society moderated by other institutions? The existing research on 
repression suggests that the answers to these questions may help us to 
understand better the conditions under which opposition might arise in 
repressive states. We need to understand both the origins of repression 
(why have states opted to use it rather than co-optation or concessions) 
as well as the consequences of repression. What are the implications 
of different types of repression for societies and, in particular, for the 
prospects of sustainable peace? The improvements to physical integrity 
rights in East Asia since the end of WWII are indeed laudable, but it 
is important that the decrease in overt state violence not overshadow 
other forms of human rights abuses.

In considering the qualitative dimensions of ‘peace’, and in particular 
its durability, it is thus important to distinguish between different types 
of ‘peace’. Countries that employ a repressive peace are far more at risk 
for conflict down the road because the institutions which mediate con-
flict do not exist. The instability of repressive peace means that the East 
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Asian Peace is a fundamentally fragile one which is at risk for an ‘East 
Asian Spring’.
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C H A P T E R  9

The Unequal Peace

Elin Bjarnegård

The phenomenon of the East Asian Peace builds on a so-called nega-
tive, or minimalist, definition of peace: a significant reduction of the 
number of battle-related deaths, that is, the relative absence of armed 
conflict. The explanations put forward in the first part of this book all 
seek to explain why the number of battle deaths has been reduced in 
East Asia. While there is no question that the reduction of battle deaths 
is of immense intrinsic value, in this chapter I explore whether there are 
peaceful gains in East Asia beyond this relatively narrow outcome. This 
question is raised in a tradition shared by the many researchers, peace 
activists and politicians who have pointed out that we can and should 
put greater demands on a truly peaceful society than the mere absence 
of organized violent conflict (e.g. Galtung 1969, 1985; Mani 2002). 
This also relates to an overarching debate about what the East Asian 
Peace really is and how it should be characterized. Tønnesson (2017) 
argues that peace should be narrowly defined and restricted to one 
dependent variable – battle deaths – in order to facilitate explanation. 
However, while I agree that precise indicators are useful, pragmatism 
cannot be allowed to trump validity. The choice of dependent variable 
should be based on a valid definition of peace. Secondly, Tønnesson 
argues that the absence of armed violence is a precondition for human 
well-being and goes on to say that ‘when few people are killed, there is 
normally also less fear of being killed’ (ibid. p. 5). This echoes the author 
and peace activist Ursula Franklin’s statement that peace should also be 
about the absence of fear (cited in Boyd 2005), but while Franklin goes 
on to discuss social justice and feminism as means to reach that end, 
Tønnesson seems to conflate the fear of being hurt or killed in battle 
with the fear of being hurt or killed in general. Building on earlier work 
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(Bjarnegård et al. 2015), I argue in this chapter that while the East Asian 
Peace has significantly reduced the risk of being killed for those who 
traditionally participate in armed conflict, predominantly young men, it 
has not brought about human well-being or even a reduced fear of being 
hurt or killed for many other groups in society. 

The debate regarding the definition of peace is ongoing and has 
led to a plethora of different concepts, ‘peace with adjectives’: positive 
peace, sustainable peace, quality peace, viable peace, deep peace and re-
silient peace, to name but a few. This chapter does not aim to present yet 
another adjective or to resolve this discourse, but it wishes to shift some 
of the responsibility to the defenders of minimalist definitions of peace. 
While a minimalist definition of peace (absence of armed conflict) can 
be seen as necessary for peace, researchers should at the very least be 
required to qualify that peace by delineating who was involved in that 
armed conflict and, as a consequence, who that peace is likely to benefit 
most.

The end of an armed conflict does not necessarily imply the end 
of violence and insecurity for everyone (see e.g. Jarstad & Sisk 2008). 
While ending violent conflict may be a prerequisite for peace, we also 
need peacebuilding and reconciliation that deal with the many lasting 
effects that violent conflict creates and that redress structural inequali-
ties. Structural inequalities cause differentiated vulnerability to the 
consequences of war and they may also, in themselves, be underlying 
causes of (recurring) conflict (Clark 2009; Mani 2002, 2005). Of 
course, structural inequalities and violence may also be persistent 
and unrelated to an armed conflict, in which case we may have even 
less hope that subsequent peacebuilding will be able to address them. 
Peacebuilding that results in a decrease of fear more generally requires 
a fundamental transformation of values (Boyd 2005). Changes in the 
attitudes of groups of people towards each other in a positive direction 
are indicators of peace processes that take place at deeper, psychological 
levels, and that are necessary if peace is to be built for a broad segment of 
the population and not just for those who take an active part in the fight-
ing (Clark 2009). The explanations for peace put forward in this volume 
focus on factors that are linked to the reduction of battle deaths – the 
changed priorities of leaders (Tønnesson), the withdrawal of external 
powers (Kreutz), increased trade (Goldsmith), international law favour-

Bjarnegaard-Kreutz_book.indd   160 12/04/2017   11:09



161

The Unequal Peace

ing China (Scott) or demographic change (Urdal) – without comment-
ing on the extent to which these explanations may also be relevant for a 
deepening of the East Asian Peace. This chapter demonstrates that East 
Asian Peace has not benefitted everyone equally, because while the fac-
tors that led to a reduction of battle deaths managed to save young men 
from dying on the battlefield, they did not protect the soldiers’ children 
and wives from violence in the private sphere, nor did they manage to 
change attitudes towards groups that are perceived as different. Human 
security in East Asia is uneven, and it seems that progress toward any of 
the deeper conceptions of peace will require attention to factors that are 
not a part of the stories related to battle deaths. 

Discourses on human security, as opposed to national security, 
emphasize the experience of the individual. From the individual human 
being’s perspective, there is much to fear, including violence or threats 
of violence, natural disasters, diseases and hunger. Economic insecurity 
and threats to human dignity may also be included under human secu-
rity (UNDP 1994). The increasing focus on human security has been 
criticized because it is too broad and makes for an unclear policy agenda 
(King & Murray 2001; Paris 2001). This chapter keeps a holistic focus, 
but narrows it down to an interpersonal perspective. The exploration 
of human security in East Asia yields some important insights that are 
obscured by the discourse on the East Asia’s battlefield peace. First, I will 
take a look at the consequences of armed conflict beyond battle deaths 
in order to determine the bias underlying a narrow definition of peace 
regarding who that peace is for. While battle deaths have been reduced, 
other experiences of war have often not been acknowledged and tackled 
in peace processes. I will then move on to issues of security that may be 
unrelated to previous armed conflicts, but that underline the fact that 
fear of violence and death may persist in societies that we, with a nar-
row definition of peace, call ‘peaceful’; stark and important subregional 
differences in human security remain in ‘peaceful’ East Asia. Finally, I 
will use survey data to demonstrate that tolerance of ‘difference’ is still 
low and that the absence of armed conflict may not have led people to 
think differently about their neighbours and fellow human beings. Some 
groups are more exposed to violence and fear than others. In short, I 
argue that human security in peaceful East Asia today is still contingent 
on where you are and who you are.
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Peace beyond reduction of battle deaths
We know that war and armed conflict affect different groups of people dif-
ferently. For instance, the overwhelming majority of participants in war, 
as well as of victims killed in armed conflict, are men. These patterns hold 
for different types of violent war deaths, including the deaths of civilians 
(Bjarnegård et al. 2015; Goldstein 2001). Thus, if the East Asian Peace 
is measured by violent war deaths alone, it could be described as a male 
peace, in which the risk of (some) men of being killed in armed conflict 
has been significantly reduced. Vulnerability in wartime, however, is not 
fully captured by a focus on violent war deaths alone. Although women 
run a smaller risk of being killed, war brings about other experiences 
and vulnerabilities, some of which are highly gender-specific. Women 
have more often seen a family member killed, and research indicates that 
women are at greater risk of sexual exploitation during conflict. These 
are the types of experiences that are likely to lead to long-term psycho-
logical problems and trauma. Likewise, studies indicate that while men 
are at greater risk of physical violence, women face a far greater risk of 
psychological violence, such as threats. It is also evident that non-active 
participants of war suffer from its consequences in terms of decreased 
access to food, health-services and infrastructure (Bjarnegård et al. 2015). 
Similar far-reaching consequences for broad segments of the population 
are seen after conflicts that take place at the community level, such as the 
destruction of trust and social networks, which take a long time to rebuild 
(Kaldor 1999; Korac 2006). War and armed conflict thus affect different 
groups of people in different ways, both while the conflict is ongoing and 
in its aftermath. There is an increasing understanding that this differenti-
ated structural vulnerability should be taken into account, so that peace-
building, for instance, does not only tackle the experiences, demands and 
traumas of combatants, but also takes into account the ways in which 
conflict has affected groups not actively participating in the fighting.

Gender constitutes one of the most evident differentiated vulner-
abilities in war. Despite the fact that women are deeply and specifically 
affected by armed conflict, they seldom participate in peace processes. 
This means that peace does not necessarily hold the same quality for 
women as it does for men (Gizelis & Olsson 2015). Peacebuilding pro-
cesses usually reinforce the influence of recognized stakeholders in the 
conflict – often men. The violence and insecurity that more marginal-
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ized groups have experienced are, on the other hand, seldom brought 
to the negotiation table. The violence of armed forces that particularly 
target women is one example of violence that is often invisible and that 
therefore often continues well after the conflict is officially over. Several 
reports also show that domestic violence tends to increase during and 
after violent conflict. This type of gendered violence is not recognized 
as part of the problem to be solved through peacebuilding efforts. In ad-
dition, it is seen as stigmatizing and often shameful, and peace processes 
typically lack any discussion of this issue, much less a meaningful explo-
ration of adequate measures to cope with the problems and traumas it 
causes (Björkdahl 2012; Cohen, Nordås, & Wood 2014; Copic 2004; 
Hedström & Senarathna 2015; True 2009).

The United Nations Security Council passed Resolution 1325 on 
Women, Peace and Security (UNSCR 1325) in October 2000. In 2008 
it was followed by UNSCR 1820 that pointed to the fact that civilians 
constitute the vast majority of victims in armed conflicts and that 
women are particularly vulnerable to sexual violence (UNSCR 1820). 
These resolutions have received international attention, they have been 
followed by other resolutions and they have contributed to putting is-
sues of gender on the peace agenda. Nevertheless, despite these efforts, 
women are still often left out as decision-makers regarding matters of 
peace and security. The wars in East Asia came to a close around 1979, 
well before the passing of UNSCR 1325. Gender issues were certainly 
not on the agenda at that point, and research has also demonstrated that 
the East Asian Peace has not come about through an increase in peace 
agreements. East Asia as a region actually has had fewer peace agree-
ments after 1979 than before, and fewer peace agreements than in other, 
less peaceful, regions of the world (Kivimäki 2014; Svensson 2011). 
As Guthrey (in this volume) notes, the lack of acknowledgement of 
wrongdoings against individuals, groups or states damages the building 
of trust and security. Ryu (in this volume) also points to how, despite 
decades of relative peace, there is not a development of a collective 
regional identity in East Asia, but instead nationalism still prevails and 
is even increasing. This indicates that attitudes towards other countries 
and groups of people are not necessarily changing as a consequence of 
peace and increasing interaction, but that stereotypes and views of ‘oth-
ers’ may instead be cemented and confirmed in nationalist discourses.
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What Ryu doesn’t mention is the large literature on the different roles 
that men and women are assigned in relation to the nationalist project 
(see e.g. Cockburn 1998; Yuval-Davis 1997). Closely related to the ar-
gument put forward by Melander in this volume, this literature observes 
that the roles that men are expected to play in defence of the nation is 
often glorified. Militarized masculinity is a form of idealized masculin-
ity that serves the purpose of spurring men to take part in the national 
project and to be prepared even to risk their lives for the greater good. 
Military masculinity thus idealizes risk taking and violence (Bjarnegård 
& Melander 2011; Goldstein 2001: 251–331; Kovitz 2003). Military 
masculinity is constructed in sharp contrast to the expected – and 
subordinate – role of women. In relation to nation-building, women’s 
primary roles are as mothers of future citizens of the nation. In the words 
of Winslow and Dunn (2002: 650), ‘[w]omen are seen as the bearers, 
not the takers, of life, and as the embodiment of peaceful rather than 
aggressive qualities.’ This view of women as essentially more peaceful 
has sometimes led to simplified suggestions that the inclusion of women 
in decision-making will more or less automatically lead to more peaceful 
societies. In the case of East Asia, this is clearly not the main explanation 
for peace. Women are politically under-represented in all of East Asia 
and the changes in their representation do not account for the peaceful 
development. Women are the least underrepresented in the countries 
whose parliaments are also the least powerful. And research shows that 
even in more democratic countries, women are not necessarily willing 
and even less able to influence matters of security. Women politicians 
are often sidelined in politics, left out of important alliances and given 
portfolios that are seen as more ‘feminine’ than foreign affairs or defence 
(Bjarnegård & Melander 2013).

The robust findings that demonstrate a clear association between 
different measures of gender equality and different types of peace thus 
point to a more complex relationship (Caprioli 2000, 2005; Caprioli & 
Boyer 2001; Melander 2005a, 2005b). Hudson et al. argue that the way 
women are legally treated and protected in their state is the most telling 
predictor of whether a state will be involved in violent conflict, disregard 
international treaties or have strained border relations (Hudson, et al. 
2009). Deeper value changes towards equality norms, decreasing glo-
rification of militarized masculinities, stronger emphasis on collective 
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identities as opposed to ‘othering’ and nationalism thus underlie these 
peaceful developments. Conflict termination can constitute a window 
of opportunity not just for addressing the differentiated vulnerabilities 
of war, but also for the increased participation and inclusion of various 
groups, which might prompt a transformation of gender relations and 
other inequalities more broadly. The question is the extent to which 
this window of opportunity is used. Peace negotiations in Myanmar 
offer a snapshot view of how women are largely excluded from peace 
talks.

The people of Myanmar have experienced decades of armed conflict, 
particularly between the Myanmar Armed Forces (Tatmadaw) and dif-
ferent ethnic groups. State-sponsored sexual violence against women 
in ethnic minority communities has been widespread. No one knows 
exactly how widespread, and the over 100 documented cases are esti-
mated to be but a fraction of the actual cases that have taken place. A 
report released by the Women’s League of Burma claims that gang rape 
by the Myanmar Army against civilians is an institutionalized military 
practice; the sheer number of incidents, perpetrated throughout the 
country, renders individual-level explanations implausible. The reports 
describe the use of sexual violence as a counter-insurgency strategy and 
confirm that the vast majority of rapes took place during military of-
fensives. Attacks were often very brutal, including a documented rape 
of an eight-year-old girl. Yet, de facto impunity seems to be the rule; 
incidences are not reported, perpetrators are not persecuted and the af-
fected individuals are not included in the peace process dialogue, nor is 
there a discussion about accountability for these types of crimes (WLB 
2014). Among twelve ceasefire agreements scrutinized by the Swedish 
Burma Committee in 2013, none included any references to women 
or gender (Hedström 2013). Women’s organizations in Myanmar have 
increased their attention to these issues and have become rather vocifer-
ous. Many of these organizations have come together in an Alliance for 
Gender Inclusion in the Peace Process (AGIPP), but were nevertheless 
excluded as official stakeholders in the process that led up to the nation-
wide ceasefire agreement that was signed by the government and some 
ethnic armed organizations in October 2015. A few women were pre-
sent at the Union Peace Conference in January the following year. This 
conference was to mark the start of a public dialogue around the peace 
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process. Khin Ma Ma Myo, who is a peace activist and a managing direc-
tor of the Myanmar Institute for Peace and Security Studies, recounts 
how she slowly realized that the statements she and other women made 
were simply not recorded in the official minutes (Interview with Ma 
Ma Myo on 4 March 2016). Even with vociferous women present, their 
voices and concerns were not considered. 

A recent report states: 

While conflict continues, the gender implications of such suffering and 
marginalisation are rarely factored in during discussions or initiatives 
for national reform. This neglect now has to end. In fact, although men 
have been the highest casualties in combat, it is very often women 
in Myanmar who have been the prime victims of conflict, whether 
through sexual violence, human trafficking and other rights abuses or 
such indirect consequences as reduced access to clean water and health 
services, the increase in female-headed households, and the inordinate 
burdens for women and girls in conflict-zones. Equally unaddressed, 
women have very often been denied participation in initiatives towards 
peace, a marginalisation that is reflected in the landscape of national 
politics. Far from women being a “secondary” or “sectoral” group 
within society, their equitable participation in national life is one of the 
most integral challenges in socio-political reform that faces the country 
today. (Transnational Institute 2016)

When large segments of an affected population are made invisible in 
the official discourse about a conflict and effectively excluded from 
negotiations, it also means that certain issues are left unaddressed and 
that support for the continued process is potentially undermined. What 
are potential outcomes of a partial, or shallow, peace? The rest of the 
chapter will discuss such consequences with reference to interpersonal 
violence and values concerning ‘others’ in East Asia. These countries 
have a longer experience of peace than Myanmar, but it nevertheless 
seems as if the East Asian Peace has not – yet – become inclusive in the 
sense that it has led to acceptable levels of human security in all corners 
of the region or for all individuals.

Interpersonal violence
Interpersonal violence constitutes one of the greatest sources of fear for 
personal integrity. Among all violent deaths globally, homicides are esti-
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mated to be more than eight times as common as battle deaths (Hoeffler 
& Fearon 2015: 4). However, reliable statistics of the prevalence of in-
terpersonal violence are notoriously difficult to find, due to the very na-
ture of such violence. In post-conflict settings it is sometimes difficult to 
distinguish conflict-related continuing violence from criminal violence. 
This poses less of a problem in those East Asian societies where conflict 
termination is not recent. The data problem tends to be accentuated in 
countries with high levels of interpersonal violence, as well as in coun-
tries where the state is a major perpetrator of violent acts and violations 
of personal integrity; in this volume, Eck demonstrates that the state 
itself can be a main contributor to the deepening of a culture of violence. 
In these countries, interpersonal violence often goes unreported, and 
even available data is not always systematically collected and presented. 
Despite the statistical challenges, trends can nonetheless be discerned. 
Lethal violence tends to be less widespread in East Asia than in other 
regions, and is also more steeply in decline in the East Asian region than 
in other parts of the world.

Who are the victims of homicides in East Asia? The clearest pattern 
here is gendered, although far from all countries gender-disaggregate 
homicide data. It is estimated that globally, 84 per cent of all victims 
of intentional homicide are men, and the same pattern is visible in 
the few countries that present gender-disaggregated data in East Asia. 
Intentional homicide is therefore similar to armed conflict in the sense 
that its victims are predominantly young men. There is an important 
exception to this pattern, however. When it comes to homicide rates 
against children under 14, the gendered pattern is the reverse, par-
ticularly for newborn babies. Here, East Asia stands out: according to 
the World Health Organization, the region has the highest reported 
homicide rate in the world for newborn girls, 46 per 100,000, while the 
corresponding rate for newborn boys is 18 per 100,000 (WHO 2016, 
Hoeffler and Fearon 2015: 10–11). This pattern is magnified when it 
comes to sex specific abortions, which have severe implications for sex 
ratios of entire countries. In Hudson and den Boer’s global comparison 
of sex ratios for children aged 0 to 4, China stands out with a ratio of 
120 boys per 100 girls. This development, along with long-standing 
discrimination in nutrition and health care, has led to estimates of mil-
lions of ‘missing’ women in China (Sen 1990). Ebenstein and Sharygin 

Bjarnegaard-Kreutz_book.indd   167 12/04/2017   11:09



Debating the East Asian Peace

168

(2009: 400) estimate that cohorts born in China in two first decades of 
the East Asian Peace, between 1980 and 2000, included 22 million more 
boys than girls. There are similar tendencies in South Korea, with 111 
boys per 100 girls. These patterns are much less pronounced and closer 
to the global average in Southeast Asia (Hudson & den Boer 2004). The 
young men who used to risk death in armed battles now seem to enjoy 
the benefits of peace across East Asia, including running a relatively 
low risk of being victims of homicide. The most vulnerable individu-
als, however, are also the most likely to live in constant fear of violence 
in East Asia. The surplus of men that this pattern creates can also have 
more long-reaching consequences for peace and security.

Non-lethal violence is even more difficult to measure, but intimate 
partner violence or domestic violence are nonetheless important in-
dicators of the extent to which people in a society are fearful of being 
hurt or killed. There are virtually no comparative data on these types 
of violence, but numerous case studies consistently confirm that while 
men account for the majority of homicide victims, women constitute 
the majority of victims of intimate partner violence – a type of violence 
that takes place in the private sphere, hidden from the public. Intimate 
partner violence is massively underreported due to stigma and fear: 
one study assesses that only one out of nine victims of intimate partner 
violence reports it to the police. Thus, while largely invisible in statistics, 
intimate partner violence affects many more individuals than homicides 
or armed conflicts. A recent report by Hoeffler and Fearon estimates 
that the cost of non-fatal domestic violence against women and children 
is much higher than the cost of homicides and civil war combined (9.5 
per cent of world GDP vs. 1.63 per cent of world GDP) (Hoeffler & 
Fearon 2015).

One of the few attempts to assess the prevalence of intimate partner 
violence globally was published in the journal Science in 2013. It pools 
data from different types of studies and its findings are in line with 
earlier estimates: about 30 per cent of women aged 15 and over have ex-
perienced physical and/or sexual intimate partner violence during their 
lifetime. The estimated proportion of women in East Asia is somewhat 
lower, at 22 per cent. This can be compared with the much higher 41 
per cent in neighbouring South Asia. Estimates in Northeast Asia are 
particularly low. At a 16 per cent prevalence rate, the region constituted 
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by China, Korea and Japan is, in fact, the one with the lowest prevalence 
of all (Devries et al. 2013).

One UN study looking specifically at men’s violence against women 
in the context of East Asia has worked on methods for collecting more 
reliable data on these sensitive issues. It finds that the prevalence of inti-
mate partner violence is much higher than previously expected across the 
region, but also that there are important differences between countries. 
When asked about their lifetime experiences, between 30 and 57 per cent 
of men in most countries surveyed reported that they had at some time 
perpetrated physical or sexual violence against an intimate partner. In 
Cambodia, 30 per cent of men reported that they had done so, in China 
51.5 per cent and as many as 60 per cent in parts of Indonesia (Fulu, 
Jewkes, Roselli & Garcia-Moreno 2013; Fulu, Warner, et al. 2013). Given 
the large populations of China and Indonesia, this implies that millions 
of women live in fear of violence. Data from the World Values Survey 
on attitudes towards violence against women also point in the direction 
of mass-scale gender-based violence in the most populous nation of the 
world: only 45 per cent of the polled Chinese agree with the statement 
that it is never justifiable for a man to beat his wife (WVS 2014).

Children are also victims of violence in the private sphere. This is 
possibly even more difficult to measure comparatively than intimate 
partner violence because of huge variations with regard to what consti-
tutes acceptable behaviour. Corporal punishment is accepted in some 
countries, encouraged in others and prohibited in a few. In Japan and 
South Korea, over 80 per cent agree that it is never justified to beat a 
child. In the Philippines only 46 per cent agree and, in populous China, 
just 22 per cent think child-beating is never justified (WVS 2014). This 
type of violence is difficult to detect, because it affects the most vulner-
able group in society: children who have little or no ability to report it. 
Further, violence against children is problematic for society as a whole, 
because victims may use their childhood experiences as measures of right 
and wrong through the whole of their life, reinforcing the norm that vio-
lence is an appropriate form of conflict resolution. A survey conducted 
in Thailand as part of Uppsala University’s East Asian Peace Programme 
has demonstrated the link between childhood experiences of violence 
and violent behaviour in adult lives. Individuals who have been beaten as 
children or who have seen their mother being beaten are far more likely 
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to be willing to use violence as a means to solve conflicts that individuals 
who have been raised in a familial respect for physical integrity.

Attitudes to ‘others’
Let us move from experiences to attitudes and ask about the extent 
to which peace has been ingrained in people’s minds in contemporary 
East Asia. Has it become unthinkable to devalue or hurt other human 
beings? Is peace part and parcel of the primary mindset and logic of 
people, or are warlike attitudes still prevalent in spite of an absence of 
armed conflict? Are groups of people mistrusted and mistreated because 
they are perceived as different? Attitude surveys help us link macro-level 
conflict patterns to mechanisms at the individual level.

It is important to understand the extent to which people regard oth-
ers as enemies and the extent to which there is widespread tolerance of 
people who are perceived to be different. This is because the process 
of ‘othering’, which includes distancing oneself from other groups of 
people, speaking in ‘we’ and ‘they’ terms, and devaluing ‘them’, has been 
demonstrated by sociopsychological studies to be an early step in pro-
cesses that lead to the commission of violent acts. Investigation of the 
attitudes that people have with regard to other groups therefore gives 
important information about the extent to which peace is ingrained in 
people’s minds. If ‘othering’ is pervasive, there is fertile soil for conflicts 
to turn violent, and for individuals to be ready to agree to violent acts 
toward other nations or individuals. 

The Pew Global Attitudes Project has conducted attitude surveys 
in China, Indonesia, South Korea and Japan. It presents data regarding 
people’s attitudes toward other nations, and thus prerequisites for inter-
national conflict, as well as people’s attitudes toward individuals of other 
religions, which points more in the direction of prerequisites for conflicts 
with religious connotations (see Svensson’s chapter in this volume).

When it comes to fertile ground for international conflict, the Pew 
data show us that there are clear differences in the ways that Indonesians, 
South Koreans and Japanese citizens regard the big power in the region, 
China. The closer the country is to China, the more likely people are to 
regard China with hostility. When asked ‘Overall, do you think of China 
as more of a partner of [survey country], more of an enemy of [survey 
country], or neither?’ 20 per cent of the Japanese and a full 35 per cent of 
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South Koreans say they primarily think of China as an enemy. However, 
only 10 per cent of Indonesians think of China as an enemy. The same 
question is not asked of the Chinese, so we have no possibility of meas-
uring to what extent feelings of enmity are mutual (Pew 2015).

Turning to religious groups, the Pew Global Attitudes Project has 
also asked the question, ‘Please tell me if you have a very favourable, 
somewhat favourable, somewhat unfavourable or very unfavourable 
opinion of Jews/Christians/Muslims?’ Here, the tables are turned: 
Indonesians, who were most likely to have a favourable view of China 
as a nation, are the least tolerant of other religions. Almost half of the 
population of Indonesia has a very unfavourable view of at least one 
religious group. South Koreans, who were most likely to view China as 
an enemy, show more tolerance to religious groups than other countries 
in the region. Eighteen per cent of South Koreans claim to have a very 
unfavourable view of another group. For China and Japan the percent-
ages are 34 and 22, respectively. There are very small gender differences 
in these surveys; the big differences in attitudes are between countries. 
This means that there are also fairly high levels of religious intolerance 
in large parts of East Asia, which cautions us to think that religious cleav-
ages could be mobilized and cause violent conflict (Pew 2015).

Attitude data are able to show us that even in countries such as Japan, 
which has reached a low level of interpersonal violence, about a fifth of 
the population still holds unfavourable views about entire nations or 
groups of people.

The human security challenges to the East Asian Peace
Even if one accepts that the East Asian Peace exists as a relative absence 
of war and violent conflict, this does not lead directly to a conclusion that 
East Asians now generally lead a secure life. Many of the patterns present-
ed in this chapter instead demonstrate highly uneven performances with 
regard to human security. True, when it comes to interpersonal violence, 
East Asia as a whole seems to be safer than other regions (except Europe), 
although underreporting may be higher there than in other regions. 
There are also huge differences within the East Asian region: being a girl 
child is far more dangerous in China and South Korea than in Southeast 
Asia. Members of some minority religious groups are more likely to be 
tolerated in South Korea and China than in Indonesia or Myanmar.
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In fact, we do not yet know if the long-term absence of armed conflict 
leads to a deepening of a culture of peace. We have reason to believe, 
however, that if fear, distrust and human insecurity persist among 
large parts of the East Asian population, the risk of new outbreaks of 
organized violence or war will increase. Distrust and enmity between 
countries and among ethnic and religious groups can be direct causes of 
armed conflict. The relationship between violence against women and 
children and the absence of armed conflict is perhaps not as direct, but 
it is empirically well documented. Many studies have shown that when 
women are maltreated in a society, the risk of organized violence and war 
increases. When a society persists in its view of ‘others’ as inferior human 
beings against whom physical, psychological or sexual violence is justifi-
able, a culture justifying or even glorifying violence is reproduced. As 
Melander’s chapter shows, the glorification of militarized masculinities 
and honour ideologies can explain why conflicts are allowed to escalate 
and why compromise is avoided.

This chapter points to the complexity of the concept of the East Asian 
Peace from a human security perspective. A thorough investigation of 
possible links between decline in battle deaths and human security is 
badly needed in order to gauge the depth of peace in East Asia, but is dif-
ficult to carry out due to the scarcity of reliable data. One conclusion is 
already clear: despite the long-lasting negative peace in East Asia, there 
are still important human security problems that need to be tackled 
in order to strengthen the East Asian Peace and to protect individual 
integrity everywhere. At the very least, it is safe to say that huge human 
security challenges persist in the East Asian region and that there are 
good reasons to continue to work towards a deeper culture of peace – or 
whatever we decide to call it.
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The Trustworthy Peace?

O. Fiona Yap

Studies of East Asia have generally focused on one of four concerns: 
economic achievements, given the region’s generally remarkable per-
formances; interest in inter-nation conflict, since the countries in the 
region assert competing territorial claims; the potential for civil wars, 
where civil-military relations and ethnic differences have led to regime 
changes or clashes over governance; and democratic development, 
where the region has seen political progress in emergent democracies 
that outpaces counterparts in other regions (Chan 2013; Beeson 2008; 
Moon & Rhyu 2011). Curiously, one area that is the foundation of each 
of these fields – domestic peace – is largely sidestepped in these stud-
ies. This is despite the fact that domestic peace underpins the full slate 
of economic achievements, outward-looking policies and democratic 
development.

Why is a concept so fundamental to the big picture and daily qual-
ity of life bypassed by scholars? In part, it is due to the convention of 
studying peace as the absence of war or violence: inadequate and 
unsatisfactory as these may be, ‘war’ and ‘violence’ are operationally 
clear and observable, while the converse holds for peace (Regan 2014; 
Diehl 2016; Gledisch et al. 2014; Pinker 2011). In part, it is also due to 
the ongoing struggle to define peace: it is no coincidence that Patrick 
Regan, as President of the International Studies Association (2015–16), 
and Paul Diehl, in his Presidential Address to the Peace Science Society 
(2013), both highlighted 50 years of troubled – and fruitless – efforts to 
define peace and peace research (Regan 2014; Diehl 2016). Renowned 
conflict experts Nils Gleditsch, Jonas Nordkvelle and Håvard Strand 
(2014: 145) underline the same difficulty: in their review of 50 years of 
research in the two pre-eminent peace and conflict journals, the Journal 
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of Peace Research and Journal of Conflict Resolution, they note that efforts 
to broaden peace studies beyond negative peace – the absence of war 
– have ‘largely evaporated’. Patrick Regan’s 2013 presidential address re-
counts how, in 1977, ten prominent peace researchers, including Haward 
Alker, Anatol Rappoport, Edward Azar, Paul Soker and Johan Galtung, 
responded to a call by the editors of the Hiroshima Peace Science Journal 
to define peace. Although nine of the ten offered varying conceptions of 
‘positive peace’ and only Anatol Rappoport made the case for studying 
negative peace, the definition of peace that has held sway in the literature 
on peace studies is negative peace (Regan 2014: 347–8).

Fortunately, the study of peace has pushed beyond the investigation 
of negative peace. One such overlooked area that has gained attention 
is political protests. Political protest refers to unconventional political 
participation or engagement, outside of institutionalized processes, 
intended to challenge policies or politics, that stop short of violence 
(Norris 2002; Quaranta 2013; Benson & Rochon 2004; Anderson & 
Mendes 2006; Dalton et al. 2010). Political protests span a spectrum 
that includes petitions, boycotts, peaceful demonstrations, unofficial 
strikes and occupation, all clearly aimed at influencing government 
decisions or political outcomes, but stopping short of those that directly 
threaten the political system, such as coups or violent political conflict 
(Dalton et al. 2010; Anderson & Mendes 2006; Quaranta 2013).

Why study political protest? Perhaps more accurately, why do we 
need to bring political protests into the fold of peace studies? One rea-
son is that it furthers the study of peace beyond negative peace: politi-
cal protest has been snubbed by peace researchers due its non-violent 
aspects, but the phenomenon is of crucial importance to agendas that 
move beyond negative peace in order to understand how the breadth 
and depth of domestic peace can be enhanced. In particular, even as 
protests stop short of direct threats to the political system, scholars 
recognize that they are expressions and indications of conflict, dissent 
or discontent, and represent efforts to influence political process or 
policies outside of state-sanctioned and institutionalized channels 
(Varshney 2001; Quaranta 2013; Chenoweth & Cunningham 2013; 
Anderson & Mendes 2005; Dalton et al. 2009).

Perhaps ironically, then, one reason for not studying political protests, 
and therefore not probing into the sources of protests, is a normative 

Bjarnegaard-Kreutz_book.indd   177 12/04/2017   11:09



Debating the East Asian Peace

178

unease: acknowledging that political protests embody a form of conflict 
may risk that the conflict be resolved in ways that directly contravene 
liberal democratic values that embrace and foster individual freedoms. 
This normative position is probably best captured by Eck (in this 
volume) as follows: ‘protests are public and communal expression of 
preferences in order to effect change’ and thus should not be repressed. 
Few would disagree that repression of freedoms, including the freedom 
to protest, is repugnant. However, that should say that even though 
protests embody conflict, they should not invite or even justify repres-
sion by the authorities. Here, Varshney’s (2001) point regarding ethnic 
conflict is particularly relevant: even when waged through institutional-
ized channels, conflict remains because ‘when there are different ethnic 
groups that are free to organize, there are likely to be conflicts over re-
sources, identity, patronage and policies’ (2001: 366). Scholarship does 
no justice to the understanding of peace, then, by ignoring the whats 
and hows of protests that themselves harness conflict for political ends, 
particularly if such protests are met with violence.

Eck may be right that a polity where protests occur is more politi-
cally and socially preferable to one where protests are repressed. Again, 
this serves to underline the continuum between full-scale violence and 
absolute peace, and the need to consider and study the various points in 
between. Without a deeper understanding of protests, scholarship offers 
little more than shaming of autocrats who choose to abuse authority 
through structural repression of protests and other challenges, or violent 
repression of protestors. And, shaming – particularly based on western 
or liberal democratic values – has been an ineffectual strategy against 
autocrats in East Asia.

At a minimum, the study of protests adds clarity and nuance to 
outlines of the breadth and depth of domestic peace. Eck’s comment 
that repressive state policies hide but do not dissolve discontent, and 
Bjarnegård’s observation of ‘partial, or shallow, peace’ in this volume are 
well taken here. In particular, if protests are fuelled by considerations 
other than ones asserted by the governments – that the protests are over 
economic losses or the lack of economic growth – then the government’s 
economic prioritization over political developments may ignite more 
violent forms of political protests as citizens increasingly turn away from 
weak or weakened institutions and processes. Understanding the roots 
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of political protests, then, might clarify how the smoulders ignite into 
larger-scale conflict. Also important, most of what we know of political 
protests is drawn from rich empirical studies of societies that are both 
industrialized and democratic, where the cost of such participation is 
generally low (Benson & Rochon 2004; Dalton et al. 2009; Anderson 
and Mendes 2005); we know infinitely less of political protests in 
less-democratic or emergent democracies, where the costs incurred by 
protesters may be considerably higher. In addition, the ‘lines of conflict’ 
– dissatisfaction with the economy, frustration with political or civil 
restrictions – underlying political protests have generally been assumed 
rather than systematically studied (Chenoweth & Cunningham 2013: 
272; Schock 2013); given that such assumptions are often drawn from 
studies of violent conflict, this risks refounding – once again – an under-
standing of peace as ‘negative peace’, as described in the introduction, 
i.e., peace as the absence of violence or war.

In this chapter, I answer the call to expand and contextualize the 
understanding of peace beyond negative peace, and do so by consider-
ing the composition of political protests in East Asian countries. This 
chapter departs from the chapters in this volume that look at conflict 
only from the standpoint of regime repression, that is, the supply side of 
securing domestic peace. Such treatments fail to take into account the 
need to examine the inchoate manifestations of that conflict through po-
litical protests, which I construct as the demand side to domestic peace, 
where such peace is defined as the reduction of structural violence.

The treatment in this chapter has taken on urgency: in response 
to political protests in their countries, governments in the emergent 
democracies of East Asia have prioritized growth over democratic and 
other political and institutional reforms. Amnesty International’s 2015 
report pointedly notes the regressive political trends in South Korea, 
Thailand and Malaysia, where freedom of expression, association and 
assembly have seen increased restrictions; concerns for Indonesia 
and the Philippines, where excessive use of force or unlawful killings 
continue to intimidate the public; and a lack of progress for Taiwan 
and Singapore, where the right to assembly remains circumscribed 
(Amnesty International 2015). If scholars, many of whom view protest 
as a normatively positive form of political activity, continue to overlook 
the wellsprings of political protest, we risk perpetuating a general igno-
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rance that enables political elites to frame and drive the priorities of their 
respective nations. Such elite-framing ignores the sources of political 
protests and potentially increases citizens’ disenchantment or disenfran-
chisement.

Specifically, I investigate the composition and progression of politi-
cal protest across time for seven countries in the region: South Korea, 
Taiwan, the Philippines, Thailand, Indonesia, Singapore and Malaysia. 
My investigation of the sources of political protest pays particular atten-
tion to the effects of the economy and political trust in these countries. 
Do political protests that impinge on domestic peace represent griev-
ances due to weaker-than-expected economic achievements? Will 
sidestepping political progress – such as strengthening rule of law and 
powers of institutions (rather than personnel) – while focusing on 
redress of the economic weakness satisfy the protesters? My results are 
instructive: on the one hand, I find no evidence that the economy is re-
lated to political protest; on the other hand, I find that the level of politi-
cal trust correlates nearly perfectly with the intensity of political protest. 
Indeed, it seems that the failure to build political trust jeopardizes stabil-
ity as the willingness to protest increases. The two-front assessment of 
the influences of political protest through economic performance and 
political trust, then, provides a systematic evaluation of the conditions 
that compromise domestic peace in East Asia.

In the following, I describe the literature on the sources of political 
protests, with particular attention to the effects of economic perfor-
mance and political trust, before proceeding to discuss the evidence 
associated with political protests and trust. I conclude with a discussion 
of the implications of the findings.

Political protests, political trust and domestic peace in East Asia
Strife – whether political, social or economic – affects national develop-
ment, as studies of democratic peace, domestic civil conflicts, and civil-
military relations underline (Chan 2013; Rosato 2003; Beeson 2008). 
In East Asia, strife has been the subject of empirical and theoretical 
study in examinations of democratic peace (conflict with other nations), 
domestic civil conflicts (civil war, civil insurgency), and economic per-
formance (economic unrest). In contrast, the study of political protests 
– actions that are short of coups or violent political conflict – has seen 
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limited attention. In this section, I describe the wellsprings of protest 
from political and economic standpoints, before turning to political 
trust to consider its potential countervailing effect on political protest.

What is political protest? To recap, political protest denotes forms 
of unconventional participation, outside of institutionalized processes, 
that capture participants’ attempts to influence political outcomes or 
government decisions (Norris 2002; Quaranta 2013; Anderson & 
Mendes 2006; Dalton et al. 2010). Importantly, such political disen-
chantment is captured through a hierarchy of political actions – namely, 
petitions, boycotts, attending peaceful demonstrations, joining unof-
ficial strikes and occupation – that mark a transition in intensity starting 
from unconventional low-key practices. Options higher in the hierarchy 
require more effort among participants, embody more conflict, and also 
exert more pressure on their political targets (Quaranta 2013; Benson & 
Rochon 2004; Anderson & Mendes 2006; Dalton et al. 2010), so a lack 
of understanding of the sources of such political protests risks misap-
prehension of domestic peace as the inverse of negative peace. More 
problematically, continued misunderstanding may mean that political 
elites continue to frame and drive the priorities of their respective na-
tions in East Asia. Thus, current governments and some opposition par-
ties have tied political protests to weak economic performance and have 
responded with renewed focus on growth, to the detriment of political 
progress or even democratic development. Such responses are poten-
tially counterproductive: neglecting political development threatens to 
further weaken political institutions and fuel public dissatisfaction or 
distrust of politics that may underlie the political protests. In particular, 
political protest has roots in a mix of participant demands and political 
contexts. Is the current course of action – focus on the economy, even if 
at the expense of political development – the right response to political 
protests?

To address this question, I consider: how is weak economic perfor-
mance related to protest? The vast literature on voting in democracies 
confirms that governments that preside during times of weak economic 
performance are often punished at the polls (Cordova & Seligson 2009; 
Jordahl 2006; Yap 2013). In less-democratic regimes, weak economic 
performance often leads to more democratization and political liber-
alization, either as efforts to avert challenges to the political system or 
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following the success of such challenges (Haggard & Kaufman 1997; 
Mason & Clements 2002; Howard & Roessler 2006; Yap 2005). Thus, 
there is considerable empirical support for the idea that weak economic 
performance leads to political challenges for regimes throughout the 
democracy-authoritarian political spectrum: on the democratic end, 
weak economic conditions lead to rejection of the government while on 
the authoritarian end, weak economic conditions lead to rejection of the 
political system.

What about emergent democracies? How is economic performance 
tied to political protest in these countries? Studies show that emergent 
democracies or partly free nations see more incidents or protests than 
repressive regimes or democratic ones (Anderson & Mendes 2006; 
Mishler & Rose 1997; Yap 2013). Thus, protests occur most often in 
emergent democracies that have seen an opening of the political system 
but where weak institutions are perceived to have failed to deliver po-
litical goods. Some studies suggest that emergent democracies face sig-
nificant risk of democratic reversal when their economic performance 
is weak (Shin & Lee 2006; Cordova & Seligson 2009; Grosjean et al. 
2013). However, political goods are distinguished from policy goods, so 
it is inappropriate for studies to conflate protests against weak political 
institutions with protests against weak economic performance. Political 
goods refer to influence on political processes and outcomes, such as civil 
liberties, political liberties and freedom of association and expression; 
policy goods refer to specific policy outcomes and include metrics such 
as economic performance (Almond & Powell 1982; Bratton & Lewis 
2007; Rotberg 2014). Protests over the failure to deliver political goods, 
then, denote disenchantment with the political capacity of institutions, 
rather than dissatisfaction with policy outcomes such as the economy. 
To the extent that political protests denote frustration with political 
institutions, then building political trust rather than the economy may 
provide the key to resolving the political protests.

What is political trust? Political trust captures public confidence in 
regularized political patterns under the democratic or democratizing 
political system, specifically, the facility and capacity of political institu-
tions – such as contestable political succession, regularized competition, 
civil and political liberties, and freedom of association and expres-
sion – to deliver regularly political goods that produce fair outcomes 
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(Evans & Whitefield 1995; Mishler & Rose 1997; Hetherington 1998; 
Mattes & Bratton 2007; Duch 2001). Democracies provide political 
and social goods in addition to economic ones; in times of economic 
weakness, these political or social goods fill in for the lack of economic 
performance. Political trust, then, captures trust in the system’s ability to 
deliver political goods regularly and fairly. Higher levels of political trust 
underlie higher levels of acceptance of a government’s policy choices, 
even if these choices may not always pave the way to policy success; 
consequently, the erosion of political trust compromises government 
policymaking since citizens have less patience and are more likely to 
press the governments to scrap policies – even well-conceived ones – 
before they have a chance to show results (Daugbjerg & Halpin 2010; 
Polidano 2000; Wagle 2000; Schneider & Ingram 1997; Lee & Haque 
2006). More importantly, political trust is directly tied to political 
protest: recent country, regional and large-N studies tie increased pro-
tests and willingness to protest to citizens’ distrust of the government, 
particularly the government’s failure to control corruption (Mishler & 
Rose 2001; Chang & Chu 2006; Seligson 2002; Anderson & Tverdova 
2003; Clausen et al. 2011; Marien & Hooghe 2011).

What are the bases of political trust? Importantly, the building blocks 
of political trust are learning and confidence: affirmative experiences 
within the political system build political trust and negative experiences 
undermine trust. These characteristics of political trust distinguish it 
from political naivety. Impressions of passive compliance in the col-
lectivist societies in East Asia may suggest a passive trust that is more 
accurately characterized as political naivety. Political trust is not passive 
but, rather, emerges with institution building and increasing levels of 
trust are highly correlated with the facility and capacity of the democra-
tizing system to deliver political goods. With a build-up of political trust, 
then, citizens may differentiate the performance of the political system 
from the government’s policy performance, such as economic success 
(Hetherington 1998; Mattes & Bratton 2007; Duch 2001; Yap 2013).

The data shows that political protests can be tied directly to the lack 
of political trust, while economic performance is tied to citizens’ rejec-
tion of the government in democracies and the rejection of the political 
system in less-democratic countries. Emergent democracies may see 
more incidents or protests than repressive regimes or democratic ones 
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both because a newly opening political system makes these strategies 
possible and because new and weak institutions are more likely to fail 
to deliver political goods than are more established institutions. These 
findings underline the smaller than commonly expected extent to 
which weak economic performance underlies political protests in the 
emergent democracies in East Asia. Governments, perhaps unaware of 
this motivation, have responded to protests by prioritizing economic 
growth over institution building. If weak economic performance were 
the source of political protests, then this prioritization might be a useful 
and peace-deepening response; however, to the extent that the protests 
capture the loss of public confidence in institutions and institution 
building, then the inattention to political development may fuel further 
political dissatisfaction and, in turn, further protests.

Evidence
Heeding the call to expand and deepen understandings of peace beyond 
the absence of violence, I am interested in uncovering the motivations 
for political protests. This examination of East Asia pays particular at-
tention to two roots: economic weakness and political trust. Specifically, 
some studies suggest that economic weakness may precipitate political 
protests in East Asia, as a result of dissatisfaction from the failure to meet 
the economic achievements of previous eras; a different set of studies, 
arguing that that erosion of political trust has decreased support for the 
government and amplified the willingness to challenge the government 
through protests, shows that political trust buffers the political system 
against protest.

To uncover the influence of these sources, I draw on the successive 
waves of public opinion survey data collected by the World Values 
Survey. Although not all the countries in this chapter are covered by 
each wave, the broadening embrace of cross-national surveys such as 
the World Values Survey enables an increasing number of countries 
to be evaluated. As a result, of the seven countries I examine, most are 
surveyed in at least two waves, 2005–08 and 2010–13. Survey data 
for some countries, notably South Korea, was collected in 1982. The 
successive waves show how citizens’ responses changed over time and 
are particularly relevant for tracking the progression of political protests 
and augment the robustness of the conclusions drawn from the data.
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The first task is to address the question: how is political protest 
measured? The literature measures political protest as an index combin-
ing five actions: signing petitions, joining boycotts, attending peaceful 
demonstrations, joining unofficial strikes and occupying buildings 
(Quaranta 2013; Benson and Rochon 2004; Anderson and Mendes 
2006; Dalton et al. 2010). Further, Anderson and Mendes (2006) note 
that measurement of political protests only in terms of actual behaviour 
underestimates unconventional participation, because individuals may 
choose not to report actual engagement in protest activities. Anderson 
and Mendes recommend contrasting participants who ‘would never do’ 
against responses of ‘have done’ and ‘might do’ to more accurately cap-
ture the scale of political protests and potential in a nation. Accordingly, 
I follow these constructs to build a political protest index that uses an 
additive scale across the five actions.

What is the extent of political protests in these countries, and how 
have these changed over time? Table 10.1 combines data from several 
World Value Survey years, together with the Freedom House scores for 
political rights and civil liberties and the summary status of free, partly 
free, or not free for the countries, to report the responses of those who 
would never pursue political protest by survey years, Three features are 
notable: First, in general, the proportion of people who would never 
pursue political protest has fallen over time. That is, political protests 
are more likely to occur today than in the past. Second, more recent 
surveys show an increasing willingness of the respondents to pursue 
political protests; indeed, in the final wave of survey, generally almost 
half or more of the respondents are willing to or have engaged in politi-
cal protests in their countries. Third, and perhaps most important, the 
number who would never pursue political protests does not appear to 
be correlated to regime freedoms.

The third observation demands scrutiny. In South Korea, about 23 
per cent of the 1982 respondents would never pursue political protest; 
while this number has changed over time, it has steadied at about 18 
per cent in the 2005 and 2010 surveys. Interestingly, the proportion of 
those who would never pursue protest was lowest (about 8.6 per cent) in 
2001, more than 14 years after democratization in the country. Likewise 
in Taiwan, the number of respondents who would never pursue protest 
was higher in 2006, when the country was classified as ‘free’, than it was 
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Dependent 
variable

Political 
rights, civil 

liberties1

Would never pursue 
political protest2

Per cent of 
respondents

South Korea
1982  5.5 (NF) 224 23.09
1990 2.3 (F) 161 12.87
1996 2.2 (F) 173 13.85
2001 2.2 (F) 103 8.58
2005 1.2 (F) 218 18.17
2010 1.2 (F) 220 18.33

Taiwan
1994  3.3 (PF) 321 41.15
2006 2.1 (F) 760 61.94
2012 1.2 (F) 607 49.03

Indonesia
2001  3.4 (PF) 548 54.80
2006 2.3 (F) 822 40.79

The Philippines
1996 2.3 (F) 688 57.33
2001 2.3 (F) 720 60.00
2012  3.3 (PF) 683 56.92

Malaysia
2006 4.4 (PF) 704 58.62
2012 4.4 (PF) 1063 81.77

Thailand
2007  6.4 (NF) 1135 73.99
2013  4.4 (PF) 681 56.75

Singapore
2002  5.4 (PF) 699 46.23

Table 10.1: Democratic peace over time for East Asia

Notes: (1) Freedom House political rights and civil liberties are measured on a 7-point scale, 
with 1 capturing most free and 7 least free. The scales are averaged to determine the status of 
the countries – Free (F = 1.0–2.5), Partly Free (PF = 3.0–5.0), or Not Free (NF = 5.5–7.0).

(2) Political protest: sign petition, join boycott, peaceful demonstration, unofficial strike, or 
occupy.

Source: Freedom House (https://freedomhouse.org/).
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in 1994, when the country was still only party free. Malaysia shows a 
similar pattern: the country is classified as partly free across two surveys 
in 2006 and 2012, but the number of those who would never pursue 
protest increased from 58.6 per cent to almost 82 per cent. For the 
Philippines, the number who would never protest has hovered around 
57 per cent, notwithstanding some variability in regime freedoms in 
the country from free to partly free. Of the countries in this study, only 
respondents in Indonesia may be said to exhibit changes in willingness 
to protest that parallel changes in freedoms in the country.

Indeed, the lack of correlation is emphasized when the survey responses 
are compared across countries. Consider, for instance, that Taiwan – rated 
by Freedom House as free in 2006 and 2012 – saw about 62 per cent and 
49 per cent respondents respectively who would never pursue political 
protest; by comparison, Indonesia – rated by Freedom House as only 
partly free in 2001 and 2006 – saw significantly fewer respondents who 
would never pursue political protest, at about 55 per cent and 41 per cent 
respectively. Indeed, Taiwan’s 2012 figure of 49 per cent who would never 
pursue political protest is higher than Singapore’s 2002 figure of 46 per 
cent. Likewise, respondents in the Philippines in 2001 – when the coun-
try was rated free by Freedom House – reported that 60 per cent would 
never pursue political protest, a number that is higher than respondents in 
the partly-free countries of Indonesia (2001 and 2006), Malaysia in 2006, 
Thailand in 2013, and Singapore in 2002.

What does the apparent lack of correlation between respondents’ 
willingness to pursue political protest and regime freedoms mean? As 
Eck in this volume notes, with a few exceptions, the data on political 
and civil liberties has shown remarkable constancy for East Asia. While 
regime freedoms are largely unchanged, the willingness to protest has 
generally increased. Indeed, to tie to the second noteworthy observa-
tion, only three countries see a minority of the respondents willing to or 
have pursued political protests: Thailand, Malaysia and the Philippines. 
That the Philippines, where ‘people power’ ousted President Ferdinand 
Marcos from office in 1986 and helped push for the removal of President 
Joseph Estrada for alleged corruption and abuse of power in 2001, sees 
more than half of the respondents claim never to pursue political protest 
is instructive: it underscores the point by Anderson and Mendes (2006) 
about the likely underreporting of engagement in protest activities. 
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Likewise, in Thailand, where martial law was imposed in 2006 and 2014, 
the proportion of respondents who stated that they would never pursue 
political protest fell from 74 to 56.8 per cent. This result underscores 
the idea that the willingness to pursue or engage in protest is generally 
trending upwards, both in free and in less-free nations.

Given the lack of correlation between regime freedoms and political 
protests in East Asia for the survey periods examined, the other sources 
investigated in this chapter – economic performance and political trust 
– take on added significance. How is economic performance or politi-
cal trust related to protest? To capture economic performance, I follow 
the convention of using annual gross domestic product (GDP) growth 
rates. How is political trust measured? The World Values Surveys have 
a series of questions on confidence in political and social institutions; 
however, a composite index that comprises a mix of these questions 
lacks empirical rigour. For example, legislative brawls in Taiwan and 
longstanding battles against executive corruption in the Philippines 
may have distorted such a composite measure (Mattes & Bratton 2007; 
Hetherington 1998; Yap 2013). A frequently suggested alternative is 
generalized trust: generalized trust reflects the individual’s experience 
with effective political and social institutions, which accords with the 
scholarship that political trust is based on learning and experience of 
the political institutions (Letki and Evans 2005). Recent studies also 
report consistent and robust correlations between generalized trust 
and political trust (Rothstein and Stolle 2008; Zmerli & Newton 2008; 
Letki & Evans 2005). Accordingly, we have confidence that indications 
of political trust can be gleaned from surveys that seek responses to the 
question, ‘Most people can be trusted’.

What do the results show? Figures 10.1 through 10.6 depict the re-
sults for South Korea, Taiwan, Indonesia, the Philippines, Malaysia and 
Thailand, in the order of most to least democratic. Each country figure 
shows growth rate, level of political trust, percentage who would never 
protest, and the combined but reversed Freedom House score for po-
litical and civil freedoms. The reversed score means that a higher figure 
represents more freedoms while lower figures capture lower freedoms. 
Of the six countries, South Korea is the most intensively surveyed, with 
six waves of surveys. Taiwan and the Philippines have three waves of sur-
veys recorded, while Thailand, Malaysia and Indonesia have two waves 
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each. Singapore is omitted because the country had only one survey 
where responses to the question of protest were captured; one point in 
time does not offer much ground upon which to draw conclusions.

In general, the figures capture the trends reported in Table 10.1: re-
spondents who would never pursue protests have declined since the first 
survey for the country, or the next-to-most recent survey taken about six 
years ago, across the countries examined. The only country that bucks 
the trend is Malaysia, where regime freedoms have stayed constant 
between the two surveys. And, this trend does not appear to be tied 
to political and civil freedoms in the country: even in Thailand, which 
saw martial law imposed in 2006 and 2014, the number of respondents 
who claim they would never pursue protest has declined over the two 
surveys. Further, across the countries, there is no consistent relation-
ship between economic performance and never-protest levels. Instead, 
excepting Taiwan, there is remarkable symmetry between the level of 
trust and level of never-protest responses.

Note: Regime Freedoms is calculated from Freedom House measures of political rights and 
civil liberties on a 7-point scale. It inverts and sums the two measures, so that 1 captures least 
free and 7 most free, and higher figures represent more freedoms while lower figures capture 
lower freedoms.

Source: Freedom House, 1972–2014; World Values Survey, 1980–2014; Asian Development 
Bank, 1980–2014.
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Figure 10.1: Growth, trust, protest and freedoms in South Korea

Bjarnegaard-Kreutz_book.indd   189 12/04/2017   11:09



Debating the East Asian Peace

190

(Note/Source as per Figure 10.1.)

Figure 10.2: Growth, trust, protest and freedoms in Taiwan
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Figure 10.1, which maps growth, trust and protest in South Korea, 
shows a strong correspondence between trust and the never-protest 
levels. Interestingly, the graph shows that in 2001, both never-protest 
and trust levels dipped, yet the economy was doing better than its nadir 
in 1998. Another useful piece of evidence: when the economy dipped 
in 2010, levels of never-protest plateaued and did not dip. Also, it is 
worth noting that those who would never protest was at a low around 
2002, when civil and political freedoms also dipped to a low. Thus, in 
South Korea, there is no relationship between regime freedoms and 
never-protest; likewise, there is no relationship between economic 
performance and never-protest.

Among the six countries, the one nation where the trust and never-
protest levels do not mirror each other is Taiwan, depicted in Figure 
10.2. Instead, trust and never-protest are the inverse of each other. 
Still, for Taiwan, the never-protest levels are not mapped to economic 
performance: for instance, never-protest levels in 2010 are falling, re-
flecting that more respondents are willing to protest, and this follows a 
peak in the growth rate for the nation. Perhaps also ironically, the level 
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of those who would never protest parallels the increase in political and 
civil freedoms in the nation in the mid-2000s, that is, as freedoms rise, 
those who would not pursue political protests also increased. Thus, for 
the nation, there is no relationship between relationship between eco-
nomic performance and never-protest, and also no relationship between 
regime freedoms and never-protest.

The relationship for trust, the economy, and political protests for 
Indonesia is depicted in Figure 10.3. The pattern for protest is remark-
ably similar to trust in Indonesia, while there is little relation between 
protest and economic performance in the country. It is particularly 
relevant to note that economic performance in the country has gener-
ally sustained at or above 5 per cent GDP annually since the turn of 
the millennium, while political trust in the country has fallen over the 
same period of time. Only in the case of Indonesia does the decline in 
the never-protest levels coincide with increases in civil and political 
freedoms in the country. Of all the results, falling political protests in 
the country correspond most closely with rising political trust over the 
same period.

(Note/Source as per Figure 10.1.)

Figure 10.3: Growth, trust, protest and freedoms in Indonesia
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(Note/Source as per Figure 10.1.)

Figure 10.4: Growth, trust, protest and freedoms in the Philippines
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The relationship between political protests, trust and economic 
performance for the Philippines is captured in Figure 10.4. As with 
Indonesia, the never-protest level is a virtual mirror of the country’s 
trust level. Indeed, the falling level of never-protest since 2010 coincides 
with some of the higher levels of economic performance, and this 
never-protest decline occurs in a period of reduced political and civil 
freedoms in the country. Of the six countries depicted graphically, the 
Philippines is one of two countries with levels of trust below 10 per cent, 
at least 30 per cent lower than the average of the other countries. For the 
Philippines, then, the direction of political protests most closely paral-
lels the trends in political trust in the country.

Figure 10.5 shows the relationship for Malaysia, the other country 
with trust below 10 per cent. Malaysia reports the region’s highest levels 
of never-protest. For Malaysia, never-protest levels were at about 59 per 
cent in 2006, which increased to about 82 per cent in 2012. The level 
of never-protest in this country appears to defy the general trend across 
the other countries in this study. Still, the trend does not reflect any re-
lationship between the economy and never-protest levels, and certainly 
does not capture any relationship between never-protest and freedoms 
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Figure 10.5: Growth, trust, protest and freedoms in Malaysia
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(Note/Source as per Figure 10.1.)

in the country. Instead, a relationship between political trust and protest 
is more probable.

For Thailand, Figure 10.6 shows a virtual symmetry between levels 
of never-protest and trust, while economic high points and low points do 
not show any correspondence with the level of never-protest. The level 
of those who would not protest in 2007 – about 74 per cent – dropped to 
about 57 per cent in 2013; for the same periods, trust levels were at 41.5 
per cent in 2007, falling to 32.6 per cent in 2013. The country remains 
partly free across time, although the actual level of political and civil 
freedoms in the country reported in Table 10.1 shows a slight improve-
ment. It is useful to note that, although the regime remains partly free 
and political and civil freedoms have only improved slightly, those who 
would never protest dropped by almost 20 per cent from 2007 to 2013.

To summarize the findings, the results show that economic perfor-
mance does not bear much relation to peoples’ willingness to engage 
in political protests across the countries in this study. By contrast, 
increased political trust is resoundingly related to the choice to refrain 
from political protests: the graphical depictions show virtual symme-
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try for four of the six countries surveyed, with one country showing a 
more probable relationship between trust and protest than between 
economic performance and protest. Importantly, the trends regarding 
political protests occur despite largely invariant levels of freedoms in 
the countries. Given the constant levels of freedom, the higher levels of 
political protests documented may not be tied to changes – particularly 
increases – in freedoms that may fuel political expression. Instead, the 
increase in political protests reflects inchoate manifestations of conflict 
in the East Asian countries.

Conclusion
The study of political protests is useful, since the actions of first movers 
in countries that may have previously or currently maintained domestic 
peace through repression, rather than address structural inequalities, 
reveal the sources of discontent or dissatisfaction that may kindle larger 
scale conflict. Such a possibility is high for East Asia, given that govern-
ments have responded to political protests by prioritizing growth at the 
expense of political development. Recent developments in the region 

Figure 10.6: Growth, trust, protest and freedoms in Thailand
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include re-engineering of political and economic structures, such as 
the suspension of candidate-nomination reforms in South Korea, the 
re-institutionalization of the president as party strongman in Taiwan, 
possible reduction of Supreme Court powers in the Philippines, and the 
abolition of direct elections for regional leaders (subsequently overridden 
by Presidential decree) in Indonesia (Korea Herald 11 November 2013; 
Taipei Times 11 November 2013; Jakarta Globe 14 December 2013; The 
Philippine Star 18 August 2014; Financial Times 26 September 2014).

More generally, strife affects a nation’s political, social and economic 
development, so that the study of strife clearly matters. Yet, while East 
Asia region has been the subject of scholarship in studies of democratic 
peace, domestic civil conflicts and civil-military relations, the study 
of political protests in relation to domestic peace has seen limited at-
tention. This oversight leads policy analysts and government officials 
to underestimate the potential of political protests as well as the full 
range of strategies that can be employed to satisfy concerned citizens. 
Protest captures unconventional participation that requires effort by 
participants, embodies conflict and also exerts pressure on extant insti-
tutions in the system. Further, the general increase in episodes of and 
willingness to participate in political protests in a region accustomed 
to high growth performance in previous, less-democratic eras has put 
stress on institution building and political development. In particular, 
governments and opposition groups in these emergent democracies 
have responded to protests by harkening back to politics of the previous 
era, during which economic growth was prioritized over development 
of political freedoms.

This chapter addresses the need to deepen understanding of peace 
in the East region with an examination of political protests, and does so 
by investigating the extent to which various ‘lines of conflict’ – dissatis-
faction with the economy, frustration with political or civil restrictions 
– underlie political protests. Using longitudinal analyses of survey data 
from the World Values Survey, I assess two sources of political protest 
that undermine democratic peace in East Asia: the role of economic 
conditions and the relevance of political trust. My focus on these con-
siderations is theoretically driven: I assess the real-world relevance of 
previous theories that tie economic performance to citizens’ rejection 
of the government in democracies and to citizens’ rejection of the entire 
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political system in less-democratic countries. I also assess the relevance 
of theories that suggest that emergent democracies may see more inci-
dents or protests than repressive regimes or democratic ones and that 
argue that the opening of a political system, in conjunction with weak 
institutions that fail to deliver political goods, may erode political trust 
and impel political protests. Such evaluations are particularly important 
and timely for emergent democracies of East Asia, to contravene general 
impressions that the governments – by limiting political access and fram-
ing the political-economic priorities for the nations – have led the public 
to prosperity while avoiding problems of rent seeking that undermine 
general interests.

The results are informative in at least three ways. First, although 
political and civil freedoms have largely remained constant across the 
countries surveyed, there is a general trend towards higher levels of 
political protests. Second, this study shows that high political trust cor-
relates almost perfectly with low levels of political protests. Third, eco-
nomic performance shows no relation to protest levels. Hence, building 
political trust, rather than higher levels of economic achievement, may 
provide the countervailing effect to political protests.

These results highlight the risks that politicians or political elites take 
by setting institution building to the side while focusing on growth for 
their respective countries. They are also instructive of the need for insti-
tution building to nurture democratic peace in these nations, if fuelling 
further public dissatisfaction is to be avoided. At a minimum, the results 
here show that an emphasis on high growth performance, which was so 
effective during less-democratic eras, is unlikely to quell political protest.
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C H A P T E R  1 1

The Masculine Peace

Erik Melander

This chapter argues that understanding masculine honour adds an es-
sential dimension to the debate about the East Asian Peace. While ele-
ments of masculine honour are ubiquitous, the variation in the strength 
of masculine honour across societies and over time has important 
consequences for the prevalence of violence at all levels, ranging from 
within the family to wars between states. The character of the peace 
that holds after or in between wars also differs depending on masculine 
honour. The East Asian peace is diluted and undermined by the linger-
ing strength of masculine honour ideology in the region, especially in 
comparison to Western Europe.

Masculine honour has a direct bearing on the question of what 
could lead to the breakdown of the East Asian Peace. Theories about 
power transition and history problems are prominent in the literature 
about war and peace in East Asia, and it is often argued that war may 
occur in East Asia because of China threatening to overtake the United 
States as the most powerful nation in the world (power transition; see 
for example Ross in this volume), or because memories of the prob-
lematic history in the region make current territorial disputes difficult 
to manage peacefully (the history problem; see for example Ryu in 
this volume), especially in the absence of satisfactory apologies on 
behalf of perpetrators of atrocities (usually singling out Japan for not 
apologizing appropriately). Proponents of these ideas seem to assume 
that the belligerent logics of power transition and history problems 
always apply, as if timeless and unconditioned by other factors. I argue 
that power transitions and history problems are more likely to disrupt 
the peace if societies with a strong masculine honour ideology are 
involved. I suggest that the presence of strong masculine honour ide-
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ology is a scope condition for power transition and history problems 
in this sense.

Honour ideology enables history problems and power transitions 
to generate excessive hostility and fear, which may lead to war under 
certain circumstances. In Europe today, history problems and power 
transitions are not destabilizing. Traditional masculine honour ideol-
ogy has abated much more in Europe than in East Asia. This provides a 
key to understanding why the risk of armed conflict is much greater in 
East Asia than in (most of) Europe. Indeed, the risk of war in Western 
Europe has declined to such an extent that this region has become the 
paradigmatic case of a security community as defined by Karl Deutsch 
(1957), meaning that expectations of peaceful change are so strong that 
members of the community no longer even prepare for the eventuality 
of war against each other. By contrast, East Asia is clearly not a security 
community in this sense. This chapter seeks to explain the role of mas-
culine honour ideology in undermining peace both within and between 
nations, and preventing the development of security communities. The 
implications for East Asia, not least for Japan’s relations with China and 
Korea and for US relations with China, are important. I do not fully spell 
out these implications, partly for lack of space and partly because so lit-
tle empirical research has been undertaken about East Asian masculine 
honour ideologies.

Masculine honour ideology is an aspect of gender relations, and 
studies have found that individuals who endorse masculine honour 
ideology tend to hold more misogynist views. When masculinity is 
redefined and delinked from the logic of honour, relationships between 
men and women progress toward equality. Improved gender equality 
in the medium- to long-term will be decisive for whether or not peace 
can take hold more deeply in East Asia. An ongoing cultural change may 
render history problems and problems of power transition much less 
consequential. My argument thus challenges those theories about causes 
of war which disregard norms and ascribe explanatory importance only 
to the distribution of power, economic interests and the like.

In East Asia, and in particular in relations between China, Japan, 
South Korea and Taiwan, historical wrongs are often and acrimoni-
ously invoked in politics, and territorial disputes serve as focal points 
for nationalist rhetoric laden with the language of honour (for a review 
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of works dealing with historical memory in East Asia while referring 
to social science theory, see Johnston 2012: 67–69). For example, of-
ficial Chinese statements commonly lament that an adversary ‘hurts the 
feelings of the Chinese people’ (Mair 2011), and incidents in ongoing 
disputes, particularly with Japan, sometimes leads to officially toler-
ated mass demonstrations that involve flag burnings and physical attacks 
against symbols of the foreign adversary. In Japan, on the other hand, 
official attempts at apologizing for historical wrongs committed by Japan 
are undermined by outbursts of protest by strong, conservative elements 
who deny that Japan has anything to apologize for (Buruma 1995).

Sometimes the historical events themselves are proffered as explana-
tions for why international relations in East Asia seem so difficult and 
conflictual, but equally difficult historical experiences elsewhere have 
been overcome and no longer play any role in fuelling conflict in main-
stream politics. A better understanding of the East Asian Peace can hence 
be gained by comparison with other regions of the world. Dramatic 
examples include relations between Germany and France, Germany 
and Poland, and Sweden and Denmark. Historical territorial disputes in 
Western Europe are not the focus of active conflict today, and historical 
wrongs are not discussed in an accusatory manner. A case in point is the 
renewed territorial dispute between Sweden and Denmark about the is-
land of Hesselö in 1983, which was dealt with without any nationalistic 
overtones, talk about hurt feelings, or flag-burning. Another example is 
how people and leaders in Germany reacted when, in 2015, demonstra-
tors and media in Greece depicted present-day Germany as a Nazi state, 
and Chancellor Merkel as a Nazi officer. Merkel responded with great 
cool and stated that in discussions with Greece and other European 
countries, ‘We Germans do have a special responsibility to deal in an 
aware, sensitive and knowledgeable way with what we perpetrated un-
der Nazism.’ No German government representatives complained that 
the feelings of the German people were hurt.

Theories on the role of history problems and on power transition 
hinge on assumptions about how states assess whether other states have 
hostile intent (for an excellent review and critique with an application to 
US–China relations, see Chan 2008). The most straightforward version 
of power transition theory assumes that states act as if other states always 
have hostile intent; all that matters are considerations of relative power, 
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and therefore assessing intent is irrelevant. This view of state behaviour 
is in line with a hard core version of the realist school of international 
relations: offensive realism. According to this school, states always strive 
to maximize power and will use opportunities to gain relative power 
advantages by taking the offensive. This implies that power transitions 
inevitably represent grave threats that force states to consider preven-
tive war by the state descending in relative power, or preemptive war 
by the ascending power if it believes that the declining rival will launch 
a preventive war. The main difference with defensive realism is that it 
distinguishes between states satisfied with the status quo and revisionist 
states. In the context of an impending power transition, the ascending 
state is only likely to be dealt with as a threat if it is assessed to be revi-
sionist. Power transition among status quo powers is less destabilizing.

Hard core realists (e.g., Mearsheimer 2006) disregard ideology and 
culture. But honour matters. Honour has been defined as ‘the right to 
be treated as having a certain worth’ and ‘a right to respect’ (Stewart 
1994: 21). Most societies and cultures have a concept of honour that 
means something along the lines of honesty, integrity and virtuous 
conduct. However, honour also has a more sinister meaning. The traits 
and behaviours that earn honour in this latter sense have to do with 
strength and domination, and the respect that is earned entails the right 
to privilege and precedence (Nisbett & Cohen 1996: 4). Accordingly, 
honour in anthropology and psychology refers to a reputation that 
entails the right to respect and precedence in social interactions. How 
honour is gained and lost typically differs for men and women. For men, 
honour follows a reputation for strength and toughness. To increase and 
preserve honour, men must be prepared to use violence in response to 
displays of disrespect. A man’s failure to react aggressively to an insult 
can be interpreted as indicating a lack of strength and hence as an inabil-
ity to protect himself, his family and his assets (Nisbett & Cohen 1996).

Evolutionary psychologist Todd Shackelford proposes that all men 
have the psychological mechanisms that produce the behaviours that 
build or defend honour, and that the circumstances determine whether 
the mechanisms serving to maintain reputation are activated or not. The 
ubiquity of these mechanisms among men leads Shackelford to theorize 
that they are evolved responses to the adaptive problem of mate reten-
tion (2005). Because the parental investment associated with pregnancy 
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and delivery is different for men and women, and because of paternity 
insecurity, behaviour related to mate retention has evolved differently 
for men than for women. In particular, violent sexual jealousy and de-
terrence of sexual rivals are behaviours that would have been adaptive 
for men more than for women (Buss 1988; Buss & Shackelford 1997). 
From an evolutionary perspective, the reproductive capacity of women 
in particular is a valuable resource that can be stolen in the form of extra-
pair copulation, kidnapping or rape. This form of theft has been a con-
stant possibility in the ancestral human past, and honour mechanisms 
are an evolved adaptation to this problem (Shackelford 2005). Honour 
thus also entails controlling female sexuality. For example, a man loses 
honour if his wife is adulterous, and this honour can be at least partially 
restored with violence. For women, honour requires deference to her 
husband (or father and brothers) and ‘the avoidance of behaviours that 
might threaten the good name of the family (e.g., adultery or sexual im-
modesty)’ (Vandello & Cohen 2003).

Honour thus refers to a system in which individuals are assigned 
status and right to precedence based on how well one lives up to a code 
of honour that, for men, entails deterring or redressing affronts with 
violence and, for women, chastity and family fidelity. Traditional ide-
als of manhood everywhere ascribe, at least to some extent, a superior 
position for men relative to women. They also prescribe gender roles: 
men must be warlike and dominant. Real men are supposed to be tough, 
brave, resistant to pain, and able to steel themselves against potentially 
weakening influences of soft emotions. For men, violence is an appro-
priate response to affronts; men who back down when challenged lose 
status. Moreover, male privileges vis-à-vis women are linked to their 
role as potential warriors, and these privileges tend to be seen as natural. 
Moreover, a man of honour must guard the chastity of female family 
members. Also, women tend to espouse and perpetuate this understand-
ing of what manhood means.

Much of the literature on honour uses the term ‘honour culture’ as 
a shorthand that refers to societies in which honour norms prevail. For 
example, it is often stated that an honour culture exists among whites in 
the South of the United States, but not so much in the North (Nisbett 
& Cohen 1996). However, an evolutionary perspective suggests that 
elements of honour culture exist in all cultures, and that the prominence 
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of honour in a society, and for a particular individual, will vary with the 
specific circumstances. Culture and circumstance shape how these psy-
chological mechanisms play out. Societies can make major turnarounds, 
as exemplified by the shift in Scandinavia from the extreme honour 
ideologies of Viking ancestors to today’s relatively peaceful and gender-
equal attitudes (Potts & Hayden 2008).

In Njal’s Saga – the greatest of the early medieval Icelandic sagas about 
Viking-age family feuds – the perhaps most memorable character is the 
tragic hero Gunnar Hamundarson. Gunnar is described as the best skilled 
in arms, the most courteous of all men, and a loyal friend. Gunnar had a 
dispute with a man named Oktell, which the local governing assembly 
settled to Gunnar’s great advantage. In a subsequent riding accident, 
Otkell wounds Gunnar’s ear with his spur, resulting in a bleeding gash. In 
a decisive turn of events, Otkell’s friend spreads the rumour that Gunnar 
shed tears when Otkell rode over him. When hearing of this, Gunnar 
comments, ‘We must not be over-sensitive’, but immediately arms 
himself and sets off to ambush Otkell. With his famous atgeir – a type of 
polearm – in hand, he calls out to Otkell and his seven companions: ‘Get 
ready to defend yourselves. The atgeir is here now. Now you shall see if 
you can make me weep.’ In the ensuing fight, Gunnar kills all eight men 
(with the assistance of his brother, who arrives on the scene at the last 
minute).

Viking society was an extreme honour culture, and a man of Gunnar’s 
stature could not bear the humiliation of being accused of crying, al-
though he had already proven himself by killing several men in battle and 
gained a formidable reputation from his journeys abroad. The sagas are 
full of similar examples of how challenges to manliness are met with swift 
violence. Viking male honour is moreover tied to a need to differentiate 
men from women, and hence men can be goaded into violent action by 
insinuations that they behave like the weak womenfolk (Byock, 2001; 
Jakobsson 2007; Ystgaard 2007; Sandquist 2012). In contrast, Magnus 
Magnusson, a modern descendant of Gunnar’s people and translator 
of Icelandic sagas, finds it ‘a little pathetic, now, to read how vulnerable 
these men were to calls on their honour’ (Magnusson & Pálsson 1970). 
Indeed, compared to men in most other societies, men in contemporary 
Iceland, and in the Nordic countries in general, are probably among the 
most peaceful and the least concerned with traditional gender roles.
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Striking parallels to the Viking honour culture are replete in the his-
tory of East Asia, most famously perhaps in Japan, where the extreme 
warrior ethos bushido continues to have lingering consequences today. In 
feudal Japan, the ruling samurai warrior class adhered to an honour code 
that prescribed hypersensitivity to perceived slurs paired with constant 
preparedness to unleash violence in response. In her analysis of the role of 
samurai culture historically and today, Ikegami (1995: 199–200) retells 
a well-known incident that epitomizes this mentality: two samurai meet 
on a bridge on a stormy day, and their umbrellas collide. Since neither 
man offers an apology, a deadly fight ensues, followed by a protracted 
vendetta (the Mido no Mae Vendetta of 1687). Ikegami also shows how 
a male-dominated culture that condones honour killings of adulterous 
wives developed as an element of the honour code. In his incisive analysis 
of nationalism in modern Japan, Benesch (2014) examines how Japanese 
thinkers invented a modern version of bushido during Japan’s search 
for a new identity in the late nineteenth century. This modern version 
of bushido emphasized unquestioning loyalty to the emperor as well as 
bravery and self-sacrifice in battle, and served as an important ideological 
resource until Japan’s defeat in the Second World War. A similar kind of 
honour system is described by Hinsch in his 2013 analysis of the changes 
in masculinities throughout Chinese history. According to Hinsch, the 
roots can be found in antiquity, and the code of masculine honour grew 
in strength in Eastern Zhou society (771–256 bce), and in particular 
during the chaotic period known as the Warring States era. Hinsch de-
scribes a classical honour system, noting that contemporary Mandarin 
speakers tend to describe honour using the metaphor of face (p. 32), and 
hold that remnants of masculine honour endure today despite the rapid 
transformations in Chinese male identity by forces such as capitalism, 
imperialism, modernization and revolution.

Research has indeed established that the ideas of masculinity and 
femininity, including notions of honour, vary enormously over space and 
time. A crucial insight from this research is that honour is often redefined, 
and actors in society can intentionally influence such redefinition. Also, 
it is most fruitful to view adherence to honour norms as varying among 
individuals rather than among societies, with societal change following 
from numerous changes at the individual level. Hence this chapter uses 
‘honour ideology’, which is something that an individual can embrace 
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to a greater or lesser extent, rather than ‘honour culture’, since the term 
‘culture’ is often understood as immutable and homogenous for a given 
cultural group. Of course, the degree to which individuals adhere to 
honour ideology has aggregate effects on the societal level, for example, 
in terms of the frequency of intimate partner abuse in connection with 
sexual jealousy.

A strong reason for treating endorsement of honour ideology as re-
siding within the individual is methodological individualism. According 
to Jon Elster, a prominent proponent of this perspective, the elementary 
unit of social life is the individual human action. Only individuals can 
act. Corporate decision-makers such as firms and governments, and 
social institutions such as constitutions and taxes, are created, obeyed 
or defied by individuals. Talking about collective actors and institutions 
is often useful as a simplifying shorthand, but ultimately social science 
explanations must rely on individuals interacting with each other 
(Elster 1989). Moreover, collective concepts such as culture cannot 
explain any of the variation in behaviour among individuals within the 
same collective (Figueredo et al. 2001). For example, why are some in-
dividuals in an honour culture, such as that existing among whites in the 
South of the United States, willing to absolve rivals of an honour-related 
felony, while others are not (Nisbett & Cohen 1996)? Indeed, as Barnes 
et al. point out the research on the effects of honour culture observes 
that ‘individuals’ acceptance of this ideology does not perfectly follow 
geographical boundaries’, such as the South, and that such regional 
divisions ‘are always used to represent differences in masculine honour 
ideology endorsement among persons’ (2012: 1020, italics in original). 
This does not mean that culture is dismissed as inconsequential. For the 
purposes of social theorizing, culture has been defined as ‘the humanly 
invented realm of producing artefacts and meaningful interpretations 
of experience and their symbolic representation’ (Parker et al. 2003: 
207). The authors of this definition note that the ‘complex symbolic 
manipulation embodied in natural language’ is central to culture, and 
that culture enables ‘humans to tap the experience of past generations’ 
(ibid.). Cultures are furthermore non-biologically transmitted, collec-
tive phenomena that are shaped over long periods of time, meaning that 
most of those who did the shaping may already be dead. Culture has 
the potential to influence our activities, but cultural resources have to 
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be applied by human agents; they do not by themselves produce any 
activity. Culture prescribes socially preferred ways of doing things, 
but there is always a choice of acting against the norm (although the 
consequences may be dire) (ibid. 71–87). The tenets of honour ideol-
ogy clearly constitute a cultural resource in the sense that they have to 
be learned, they are shared and shaped by many individuals, and they 
condition behaviour. It may thus in some contexts be fruitful to think of 
honour as an aspect of culture, but this does not undermine the argu-
ments above. Honour ideology should be theorized and studied at the 
level of the individual.

Competition for honour is essentiality zero-sum in character, as one 
person’s right to precedence can only come at the expense of the right to 
precedence of someone else (Frank 1985; Fukuyama 2011). It is none-
theless possible that honour and deference serve to limit the amount 
of intra-group violence, compared with a hypothetical condition of 
unbridled competition (cf. Elster 1989: 113f.). Hence I argue that 
individuals who endorse honour ideology tend to view relations with 
others as a zero-sum conflict rather than a positive sum competition. 
Consequently, states where honour ideology is strong can be expected 
to produce and be influenced by more offensive realists, and fewer de-
fensive realists, and therefore power transitions that involve such states 
will indeed be particularly threatening.

Importantly, a strong honour ideology in a society, and in particu-
lar among opinion leaders and decision-makers, will also influence 
how history problems play out. In her incisive analysis of the logic of 
apologies for past atrocities, Lind (2010) identifies three mechanisms 
through which state behaviour, with regard to apologizing (or not) for 
past atrocities, influences an opposing state’s assessment of its inten-
tions. First, apologizing is a costly and hence credible signal of peaceful 
intent, because it makes it more difficult to mobilize support for future 
wars of aggression. Strong support for war typically requires that the 
enemy can be depicted as the aggressive party, so a state that openly ad-
mits and actively remembers its own earlier aggression can less credibly 
rationalize aggression in the future. The relevant audience, whom the 
government wants to sway, will be more likely to question the neces-
sity of war. Second, apologies are indications of a changed identity, so 
the apologizing state can be expected to behave differently than in the 
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past. Third, failure to apologize properly communicates lack of respect, 
which in turn provokes anger and hostility among aggrieved parties. A 
crucial complication discussed by Lind is that the effect of apologizing is 
often undermined by a conservative domestic backlash in the apologiz-
ing country, since conservative elements tend to be more nationalistic 
and have an impenitent view of their country’s past.

I argue that honour ideology plays a role in all three mechanisms. 
When honour ideology is strong, the side that might otherwise apolo-
gize will be more reluctant to do so, because the logic of honour implies 
that the apologizing party presents itself as weak and submissive. On the 
receiving side, the transformed identity that the apology indicates may 
be exploited, instead of received graciously, if honour ideology remains 
strong among the recipients. Attacks on someone else’s perceived failure 
to apologize, and the implied disrespect, are also perfectly in line with 
the logic of honour. When honour ideology is strong, disrespect must 
be met with displays of strength, or else honour will be lost. When 
honour ideology is weak, the disrespect implied by not apologizing will 
provoke much less hostile behaviour, because insults are considered 
to reflect more badly on the insulting party than on the party being 
insulted. Finally, the domestic conservative backlash that sometimes 
undermines the conciliatory effect of an apology is more likely to hap-
pen in an apologizing country where opinion leaders are imbued with a 
strong honour ideology.

Scholars have begun to garner evidence of the effects of honour in in-
ternational relations. For example, Barnes et al. (2012) find that honour 
endorsement among individuals predicts taking country-level threats 
personally and approving of militant responses to terrorism. Barnes et al. 
(2014) argue that one’s strength of identification with a nation mediates 
the relationship between honour endorsement and support for militant 
reactions to perceived provocations. Just as endorsers of honour values 
use interpersonal aggression to discourage affronts, they tend to believe 
that strong reactions to national threats signal national strength and 
intolerance of disrespect. Those who endorse honour ideology are thus 
particularly likely to take perceived affronts to their nation personally, 
and to react with demands for a strong response. They find support for 
this argument in the results of survey data on honour endorsement, 
nationalism, opposition to illegal immigration and approval of the US 
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war on terror. American decision-makers and candidates for political 
office need to take such sentiments into account.

An ingenious study by Dafoe and Caughey (2016) makes use of previ-
ous research findings that establish honour as generally more important 
to white males from the South of the United States than to white males 
from the North. The authors treat the haphazard variation in the cul-
tural backgrounds of US presidents as a natural experiment and analyze 
the effect of a Southern background on US behaviour in international 
militarized disputes. Taking into account other characteristics, they find 
that disputes under Southern presidents are approximately twice as 
likely to involve US uses of force.

This study shows that the degree to which the highest decision-
makers themselves embrace honour ideology matters greatly for war 
and peace. Moreover, all regimes to a greater or lesser extent need to take 
into account the views of the selectorate, that is, those who have a say in 
choosing the leaders, whether this is a broad segment of society (as in 
democracies), or a much smaller elite (as in non-democracies such as 
China) (Bueno de Mesquita et al. 2003). Indeed, regimes that are not 
democratically elected, and hence lack this form of legitimization, typi-
cally have to worry more about the risk of anti-regime uprisings from 
dissatisfied groups. Furthermore, all regimes may be tempted to play 
on nationalism in the population to garner support. In this connection, 
Chan’s (2008) conclusion is noteworthy: despite the absence of demo-
cratic elections, the regime in China is becoming increasingly concerned 
about its level of popular support. The popularity or unpopularity of 
going to war is particularly important for regimes, because waging war 
with a limited support is much more difficult and risky for regimes than 
if a war is massively popular. Accordingly, regimes everywhere have 
invested enormous effort into fostering citizens into loyal supporters 
and patriotic soldiers (Sheehan 2007). It follows that sentiment in the 
broader society about the legitimacy of war and other policy options in-
volving heightened risk of military confrontation should influence how 
leaders choose to act (although leaders of course sometimes choose to 
risk ignoring or overriding popular sentiments).

Scholars have suggested ways of measuring adherence to masculine 
honour ideology using survey instruments that could be applied to a 
representative sample of a relevant group (such as the whole population 
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of a country, or registered voters). However, these proposed indexes 
of masculine honour ideology have only been tested on very limited 
sub-groups (most often university students) and not across countries, 
and hence they cannot offer insights regarding how pervasive masculine 
honour ideology is in a region such as East Asia or Western Europe. It is 
therefore necessary to rely on more indirect measures. Given that belief 
in the inferiority of women is a component of masculine honour ideol-
ogy, it follows that measures of gender equality, as well as measures of at-
titudes to gender equality, should be systematically (albeit imperfectly) 
related to the strength of masculine honour ideology in a society. This 
suggests that both measures of the level of equality between women and 
men as well as measures of attitudes to gender equality can be used to 
indirectly assess masculine honour ideology.

The World Values Survey (WVS 2015) conducts nationally repre-
sentative surveys of most countries in the world, and presents both an-
onymized individual-level responses and aggregated numbers by country 
and year of survey. The Gender Equality Scale measures attitudes to gen-
der equality and has been measured in many countries over a long period 
of time. According to the summary presentation in the codebook for the 
Quality of Government Data set, the WVS Gender Equality Scale:

is a 0–100 scale composed of five items: On the whole, men make 
better political leaders than women do, (agree coded low). When jobs 
are scarce, men should have more right to a job than women, (agree 
coded low). A university education is more important for a boy than a 
girl, (agree coded low). Do you think that a woman has to have children 
in order to be fulfilled or is this not necessary? (agree coded low). If a 
woman wants to have a child as a single parent but she doesn’t want to 
have a stable relationship with a man, do you approve or disapprove? 
(disapprove coded low) (Teorell et al. 2015: 741).

The mean of the scale is 50 and the standard deviation 15.
It is striking that all countries in East Asia, for all surveyed years, have 

values below the global mean in the Gender Equality Scale – except 
Thailand in 2007 (the latest survey for Thailand) when Thailand was 
almost exactly on the mean (50.86). Despite continuing to lag behind 
the world, large improvements have occurred in several countries over 
recent decades. For example, South Korea has improved from 33 in 
1982 to 46 in 2005, Japan from 32 in 1981 to 47 in 2005, and Taiwan 
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from 39 in 1994 to 47 in 2006. These three improvers are now close to 
the global average. By contrast, China entered the data set in 1990 with 
41, saw some improvements in the following two surveys, but then fell 
back to 40 in the latest survey in 2007. China thus clearly lags behind in 
attitudes embracing gender equality in East Asia. At the same time, the 
acceptance of gender equality is much lower in East Asia compared to 
Western Europe. In the latest available survey, all countries in Western 
Europe have a value on the Gender Equality Scale at least one standard 
deviation higher (that is, greater than or equal to 65), than the global 
mean; this holds for the United States, Canada, Australia and New 
Zealand as well.

If one accepts the premise that the Gender Equality Scale is an indi-
rect measure of adherence to masculine honour ideology, then it is pos-
sible to draw several conclusions from these numbers. First, masculine 
honour ideology should be much stronger in East Asia than in Western 
Europe. Second, masculine honour ideology should have weakened 
considerably in East Asia, except in China and the Philippines, where no 
improvement is visible according to this scale. The countries with the 
weakest masculine honour ideology in East Asia should be Thailand, 
Taiwan, Vietnam and Japan (but even in these countries, honour ideol-
ogy should be considerably stronger than in Western Europe).

It is important to recall that the countries in Western Europe have 
not always been so accepting of equality between women and men. The 
improvement in the status of women is a relatively recent phenomenon. 
For example, women were not given the right to vote until around the 
First World War in most countries in Western Europe (and consider-
ably later in some, such as France and Italy). At the time when women 
gained suffrage, war was generally considered a noble and manly under-
taking in Western Europe, and honour was frequently invoked when 
discussing both international and personal conflicts (Sheehan 2007). 
Masculinity, militarism and privilege were closely interlinked in Europe 
at the time:

The army was exclusively and aggressively male. Military culture, both 
in the barracks and outside it, was dominated by a kind of masculinity 
that emphasized physical strength and courage as well as heavy drink-
ing, sexual adventures, and random violence. If … the soldier was the 
ideal citizen and the army the school of nationhood, then it was obvious 
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that only males could be fully qualified members of the national com-
munity. (Sheehan 2007: 19)

Unsurprisingly, resistance to female suffrage was massive. When 
the First World War erupted, large crowds of people streamed into the 
streets to celebrate, a mood which surely seems incomprehensible and 
bizarre for most modern Europeans. A famous and ominous example 
can be found in a photograph from Munich’s Odeonplatz taken on 2 
August 1914. In the picture, a young Adolf Hitler can be discerned in 
the crowd supporting war against the allies, the people around him smil-
ing and waving hats (Sheehan 2007: 61). It was not only young men like 
Hitler who celebrated war in 1914. James Sheehan (2007: 62) quotes 
three of the most influential intellectuals of the time:

In Vienna, Sigmund Freud applauded Austria’s decision to strike against 
Serbia as ‘a release of tension through a bold-spirited deed’ … ‘All my 
libido,’ he declared ‘is given to Austro-Hungary.’ Max Weber … wel-
comed the war with equal gusto: ‘No matter what the outcome will be, 
this war is great and wonderful.’ In Paris, Émile Durkheim … believed 
that the war would contribute to ‘reviving the sense of community.’

However, the horrors of the First World War instead led to a decline 
in masculine honour ideology in Western Europe. The gradual decline 
in the importance of honour in the English-speaking parts of the world 
can be illustrated with the information tool Google Books Ngram 
Viewer, which produces graphs of the usage frequency of a particular 
word in more than 5 million digitized books by publication date. The 
figure below shows how the usage of the word honour (spelled honour 
or honor) in books published in English changes over time.

The Ngram graph clearly shows that the English-speaking world, as 
reflected in published books, was much more concerned with honour 
before the First World War than today, and that honour was even more 
important in the 19th century. Today, arguments along the line that war 
is necessary to uphold the greatness of one’s nation, or even that war 
is an appropriate tool of foreign policy beyond self-defence, are rarely 
heard in Europe. Indeed, the largest demonstration in European history 
was an anti-war protest on 15 February 2003, when millions of demon-
strators in London, Rome, Berlin and other cities protested against the 
impending US-led war against Iraq (Sheehan 2007: xiii).

In Western Europe, valorization of both war and masculine honour 
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ideology have diminished as equality between men and women has pro-
gressed. Today, war is widely seen as permissible only as a last resort, and 
many Europeans would only accept war in self-defence. International 
affairs are typically conducted in a low-key, matter-of-fact, almost bu-
reaucratic tone, and high-strung statements invoking honour or status are 
seldom heard from European leaders. The calm and perfectly peaceful 
resolution of the Hesselö dispute between Sweden and Denmark in 1983 
is a good case in point, especially in light of the difficult history between 
the two nations. The formation of the modern centralist Swedish state 
began in violent opposition to Denmark and, for more than three cen-
turies (ca. 1471–1814), Sweden and Denmark fought numerous wars. 
Indeed, Sweden and Denmark are among the pairs of nations that have 
fought each other the most frequently in recorded history (Världens 
Historia 2015). Particularly devastating wars were fought in the then-
Danish province of Scania, which had been one of the most valuable parts 
of Denmark for centuries when it was conquered by Sweden in 1658. 
The province was subsequently subjected to harsh, forced assimilation 
into Sweden as local guerrilla resistance was brutally crushed. When a 
Danish company started test drillings for oil in disputed waters near the 
small island of Hesselö off the Scanian coast in 1983, the Swedish govern-
ment delivered a Note of Protest to Denmark, but a settlement was soon 
reached via peaceful negotiations ( Jacobsson 1997).

Source: Graph created using Google Books Ngram Viewer (http://books.google.com/ngrams). 
Software developed by Michel, Aiden, et al. (2010).

Figure 11.1: Use of the word ‘honour’ or ‘honor’ over time
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Above it was noted that although attitudes to gender equality in East 
Asia are far less favourable to gender equality than in Western Europe, 
considerable progress has been made in several important countries. 
In-depth studies of the construction of masculinity in some of these 
countries provide additional evidence that the grip of masculine honour 
ideology has begun to weaken in parts of East Asia.

Mikanagi (2011) shows that five different types of dominant mascu-
linity have succeeded each other in Japan in the period from the Meiji 
restoration to the present, and these masculinities differ in terms of the 
relative emphasis placed on warrior ideals versus literati ideals in the 
construction of what it means to be a successful man. During the Second 
World War, a dominant men-as-soldiers masculinity emphasized loyalty 
to the Emperor, violence and physical toughness. After the defeat in 1945, 
this type of warrior masculinity was replaced by salaryman masculinity, 
lacking almost any association with soldiering and war, and instead valor-
izing knowledge and technology more than physical strength. During 
the Allied Occupation, women gained formal equality under the law at 
the same time that Japan was demilitarized. The occupation authorities 
expected that a new type of masculinity in line with the American ideal of 
the nuclear family would take hold, with manhood being defined in terms 
of loving fathers and breadwinners. However, changes in the economy 
led to dominance of the salaryman masculinity, with its emphasis on 
fierce dedication to one’s employer and extreme work hours. This type 
of masculinity is largely delinked from pure warrior ideals, but maintains 
a strict division of roles between men and women: the ideal husband is 
employed outside the home and the ideal wife is a housewife. In recent 
years this salaryman masculinity has weakened somewhat, and Mikanagi 
concludes that it is unclear what will replace it. She does point, however, 
to survey data that show that the sex-based division of labour between 
salarymen and housewives is rapidly losing its appeal among both men 
and women in Japan.

Naturally, there are in any society several masculinities, and one and 
the same individual can embrace different variants of masculinity in dif-
ferent periods of life or even during different times of the day, depending 
on the context. Here the primary concern is with the most prevalent and 
influential type of masculinity in a society at any given time. Yet it could 
also be relevant to consider variants of masculinity that are less broadly 
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adhered to but may have a special importance for issues of war and peace. 
For example, Frühstück (2007) analyzes masculinity within modern 
Japan’s Self-Defence Forces (SDF). She shows that the predominant 
masculinity in the Japanese military is at least in part defined in opposi-
tion to the salaryman masculinity referred to above (and not so much in 
contrast to civilian women). For many soldiers, the life of the salaryman 
appears as intolerably boring, and the ‘samurai spirit’ and ‘corporate 
warrior’ identity that supposedly imbue the white-collar salaryman is 
largely dismissed by the soldiers as ridiculous and lacking in true war-
rior qualities. However, a theme throughout Frühstück’s book is the 
uncertainty among modern Japanese soldiers about their own identity 
as warriors. The version of militarized masculinity prevalent in the SDF 
is at any rate defined also in contrast to the identity of the soldiers of the 
former Imperial Army. The SDF distances itself from the unquestioning 
loyalty, aggressiveness and disregard for the integrity and lives of the sol-
diers of the Imperial Army, and instead attempts to construct a soldierly 
identity around the mission to help and protect the civilian population 
with maximum possible safety for the service members. The impression 
given by Frühstück’s work is that, broadly speaking, members of the 
SDF are unlikely to support wars of aggression.

In South Korea, a similar gendered division of labour developed 
during the decades following the Korean War. The great difference com-
pared with Japan is that South Korea introduced universal conscription 
for men, and the status of having served in the armed forces became as-
sociated with formal privileges in the labour market (e.g., the extra-point 
system). Masculinity in South Korea became strongly militarized at the 
same time as male precedence over women was reinforced. This gender 
system began to weaken following democratization, when South Koreans 
were transformed from subjects who earned status through participa-
tion in the gender-based system of male warrior-providers and female 
housewives to citizens with democratic rights. In particular, possibilities 
opened up for men and women to claim and practice their citizenship 
rights through autonomous organizations that monitor and promote 
human rights (primarily educated middle-class men), or the labour 
movement (primarily working-class men), or the women’s movement 
(primarily women, generally of all class backgrounds) (Moon 2005).

The Japanese and South Korean cases indicate how gender relations, 
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and masculine honour ideology, may be changing in key East Asian 
countries. The trends in the data from the World Values Survey discussed 
above suggest that attitudes in favour of gender equality are progressing 
in most of the region, although unevenly. The case of Western Europe il-
lustrates deep changes in masculine honour ideology over the last century 
and highlights implications for how warlike – or rather unwarlike – this 
region has become as a consequence. I have argued that the intensity of 
honour ideology in a country or group of countries has a decisive effect 
on whether or not history problems and power transitions may lead to 
war. I propose that the presence of relatively strong honour ideology is a 
scope condition for both of these theories. This suggests that part of the 
reason why history problems and power transition seem so threatening 
in East Asia, but are seen as far less dangerous in Europe, is that masculine 
honour ideology has lost so much of its grasp on Europeans. An analysis 
of the waxing and waning of masculine honour in East Asia adds to studies 
on the role of nationalism in the region, such as the chapter by Yongwook 
Ryu in this volume, by offering conditions under which nationalism may 
become more or less of a problem. Similarly, masculine honour provides 
a potential explanation for why former adversaries are unwilling to of-
fer and accept apologies, and instead prefer amnesia or engagement in 
history struggles, something Holly Guthrey in this volume identifies as 
detrimental to reconciliation and the attainment of deep peace. This 
chapter has suggested several reasons for why masculine honour ideol-
ogy matters for our understanding of war and peace. Presently, the peace 
in East Asia is diluted and undermined by the lingering strength of mas-
culine honour ideologies. The still uneven and hesitant weakening of this 
belligerent and misogynist ideology which seems to be underway in the 
region represents a very hopeful development.
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The Unforgiving Peace

Holly L. Guthrey

The avoidance of reckoning with the past undermines the attainment 
of deep peace in East Asia. While the East Asian region has not seen the 
recurrence of large-scale conflict since 1979, I argue that it is only ‘nega-
tive’ peace (in the terminology of Johan Galtung 1985) that has been 
achieved. This chapter will illustrate that progress towards ‘positive’ 
peace, by which Galtung means settings free from structural violence 
and replete with ‘harmony, cooperation, and integration’, has been 
lacking thus far. The tendency in the region to avoid reconciling past 
conflicts and human rights abuses through justice processes, truth com-
missions or reparations programmes allows wounds to fester and does 
not contribute to the type of structural change via acknowledgement 
and recognition that would allow for positive peace to develop. In East 
Asia, the preference is to use amnesties, to try to forget the past or to en-
gage in ‘history struggles’ with demands for apologies that never come 
into fruition. These preferences, in tandem with intense nationalism, 
limit the possibility of attaining a depth of peace that would make the 
absence of armed conflict more meaningful and ultimately sustainable.

The predilection for avoiding engagement with past wrongdoings 
is unfortunate, because it is widely recognized that past human rights 
abuses need to be dealt with in order for societies to move toward deep 
and sustainable peace. In the words of Richard Solomon, president of 
the United States Institute for Peace, sustainable peace

requires that long-time antagonists not merely lay down their arms but 
that they achieve profound reconciliation that will endure because it is 
sustained by a society-wide network of relationships and mechanisms 
that promote justice and address the root causes of enmity before they 
can regenerate destabilizing tensions (as quoted in Lederach 1997: ix).
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This definition of sustainable peace can also be seen to reflect what 
David Crocker refers to as ‘thick’ reconciliation, which ‘grounds the 
possibility of mutual trust in a reflective and deliberative engagement in 
history’ (Crocker 1999: 60–61; quoted in Kwak & Nobles 2013: 4). In 
this conception of sustainable peace, problems of the past that cloud the 
present are recognized and addressed in a way that leads to the possibility 
of a renewed trust between rival parties. Securing mutual trust – or at the 
least undoing mistrust and hatred, in order to coexist with little fear of 
aggression from one another and thus reducing insecurity – will be con-
sidered as an illustration of ‘deep’ peace for the purposes of this chapter. 
Reconciliation ‘in the sense of a repair and restoration of relationships’ 
through such contact can help settings recovering from armed violence 
to progress from negative to positive peace (Clark 2009: 362, 368).

Several mechanisms of transitional justice, particularly truth commis-
sions and reparations programmes, have been considered to be valuable 
for helping to acknowledge and address the root causes of violence and 
its consequences in the wake of mass atrocities (Govier 2003; Minow 
1998; Quinn 2011). Acknowledgement of for example human rights 
violations is more than just knowing something occurred, because it im-
plies that previous violations both are true and publicly ‘spelled out’, and 
is followed by actions taken to rectify the consequences of those events 
(Govier 2003). The opposite of acknowledgment is denial, which may 
be ‘compromised’ or ‘partial’ and suggests that action will not be taken to 
recognize appropriately the harm done in the past. When acknowledge-
ment is lacking, perceived victimization can intensify, thus impeding 
recovery and potentially contributing to desires for extrajudicial revenge 
(Vollhardt, Mazur & Lemahieu 2014). Indirect as well as direct victims 
can experience these consequences, which compromises intergroup 
relationships and reconciliation. Given the widespread consequences 
that must be tended to in the aftermath of mass violence, not addressing 
the problem through acknowledging its existence means that attempts 
to foment lasting peace will stall.

Acknowledgment of the past not only contributes to social capital, 
wherein ‘people may be more willing to contribute to communities that 
have recognized that they were victimized’ (Quinn 2011; Cilliers, Dube 
& Siddiqi 2016: 787), but is also important for reconciliation that builds 
the foundation for positive peace, which will deter the possibility of 
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future violence. Dealing with ‘painful collective history’ and ‘overcom-
ing conflicting narratives about who-did-what-to-whom among various 
community groups’ can ultimately help to contribute to ‘the feeling of 
safety and self-worth of individuals, and stability and a sense of com-
monality for communities’ (Ajdukovic 2004: 126).

In Ajdukovic’s research about the views of three ethnic groups in 
Croatia and Bosnia and Herzegovina toward the International Criminal 
Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY) and war crimes, respond-
ents expressed discontent that those perpetrators who abused them 
during the war ‘continued to live freely in their community and would 
never be tried in the Hague’ (Ajdukovic 2004: 128). His results illus-
trate that negative experiences associated with other ethnic groups and 
‘feeling discriminated against and unsafe’ was a key factor that ‘predicted 
resistance to the reconciliation process’ (Ajdukovic 2004: 128). Hence, 
one can see a need to address the relationships among rival groups via 
acknowledgment processes in order to facilitate the sense of safety nec-
essary for reconciliation. This may be done by undertaking initiatives 
to reconcile conflicting narratives and tend to the past so that positive 
peace can take root.

Amnesty, a word that has roots in the Greek word, amnestia, to 
forget (Chigara 2002), is a transitional justice mechanism that can be 
considered to run contrary to acknowledgment. While amnesties fol-
lowing periods of mass violence can be beneficial in the short-term for 
securing peace or consolidating democracy, I argue that amnesties only 
temporarily cover up the wounds of conflict and hence do not positively 
transform relationships between rival groups or individuals in a way 
that can solidify positive peace. Over time, avoidance of addressing 
the past leaves grievances unresolved and contributes to continued 
enmity and insecurity that could ultimately cause conflict to reignite. 
Acknowledgment can help to deter the desire to exact extrajudicial 
revenge (David & Choi 2009; Govier 2006) and can help to promote 
faith in the rule of law or national institutions, both of which increase 
the trust and security that are necessary for positive peace.

East Asia has clearly eschewed processes of acknowledgement in 
favour of disavowing the past via amnesties, outright denial, and engage-
ment with history struggles. The countries that have seen the greatest 
resurgence of violence since 1979 – Myanmar, Thailand and the Philip-
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pines – have also issued the most amnesties over time.1 This is not to say 
that amnesties will necessarily lead to more violence, but instead may 
illustrate that these mechanisms are not reckoning with the effects of 
past abuse in a way that promotes positive peace, and thus a context in 
which the likelihood of further atrocities becomes reduced. Although 
several truth commissions have been created in the region, the examina-
tion below suggests that these generally appear not to have been of high 
quality. They largely lacked the intention to truly promote acknowledg-
ment and address structural violence, which can impede reconciliation 
and coexistence.

Indeed, most of the greatest atrocities committed in the region have 
not been addressed through any means; instead, the consequences of 
these crimes have been left to fester. Kwak and Nobles (2013: 3) suggest 
that despite the development of ‘impressive economic and cultural net-
works’ during the past several decades, the region has ‘failed to secure 
peaceful coexistence or [to] overcome lingering attitudes of distrust and 
misunderstanding.’ They argue that because of this, ‘some form of his-
torical reconciliation is necessary to generate and sustain cross-national 
mutual trust and prevent nationalist sentiments from re-emerging’ or 
further intensifying.’

This is particularly relevant given what Ignatieff (1998: 45) refers 
to as the ‘fiction of nationalism’, where ‘nationalism creates communi-
ties of fear, groups held together by the conviction that their security 
depends on sticking together.’ Fear drives the tendency toward nation-
alism, which is increasingly problematic in a setting where ‘the only 
answer to the question “who will protect me now?” becomes “my own 
people”’ (ibid.). Such a mentality, which is rooted in insecurity and 
anxieties about the Other, will be self-perpetuating without some type 
of mechanism or process that breaks the cycle of fear and feelings of us 
versus them. Lacking intervention, security will continue to deteriorate, 
making cooperation and reconciliation nearly impossible.

Tragic history
East Asia’s 20th century history does not just include some of the world’s 
worst wars (see Bjarnegård & Kreutz’s contribution in this volume), 
1. South Korea has also issued a high number of amnesties without seeing conflict 

re-emerge, possible reasons for which will be examined below. 
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 • Nanjing massacre, 1937
 • Japanese use of ‘comfort women’ during World War II, 1937–1945
 • Chiang Kai-shek’s destruction of the dikes, 1938
 • Bombing of Tokyo and atomic bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, 
1945

 • French bombing of Haiphong, 1946
 • Taiwan massacre, 1947
 • Systematic killings perpetrated by the two Korean governments 
before and during the Korean War, 1948–1953

 • Chinese Great Leap Forward, 1958–1961
 • Anti-communist massacre in Indonesia, 1965
 • Widespread violence in the Chinese Cultural Revolution, 1966–
1976

 • US carpet bombing of North Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia during 
the Vietnam War

 • US use of ‘Agent Orange’ in areas controlled by the National 
Liberation Front of South Vietnam

 • Summary executions undertaken by communist troops in Hue, 
February 1968

 • Korean massacre at Phong Nhi and Phong Nhat in South Vietnam, 
February 1968

 • American massacre at My Lai, March 1968
 • Gwangju massacre in South Korea, 1980
 • Prison camps in North Korea (still existing)
 • Cambodian genocide under the Khmer Rouge, 1975–1978
 • Bangkok massacre, 1976
 • Chilling absence of prisoners-of-war after the Sino–Vietnamese war 
despite massive fatalities, 1979

 • Killings in Yangon, 1988 and 2007, and the widespread use of rape, 
torture and killings by the Myanmar Army against ethnic and politi-
cal opposition movements over a long period

 • Systematic violence orchestrated by the Indonesian military in 
Timor-Leste, 1975–1999, and in Aceh, 1976–2005

 • Tiananmen massacre in Beijing, 1989
 • North Korean famine, 1997–1998
 • Massacres in Lhasa, 2008 and Urumqi, 2009

Box 12.1: Selected human rights abuses in East Asia
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but also massacres, attempted genocide, man-made catastrophes and 
numerous crimes against humanity. Although not exhaustive, Box 12.1 
illustrates some of the most striking examples:

The scale and frequency of such tragic events have been remarkably 
lower in the more peaceful decades since 1979. Yet East Asia’s relative 
peace has not been used to open up processes for dealing with the region’s 
tragic history. Indeed, very few of these incidents have been followed 
up with officially sanctioned vehicles to acknowledge the extent of past 
wrongdoing. Instead, tragic incidents have largely been ‘forgotten’, dealt 
with through amnesties or used instrumentally within nationalist rheto-
ric. Because little effort has been made officially to acknowledge the past 
and transform relationships, I argue that peace in the region has not yet 
become a positive one, due to continued grievances and mistrust. It is 
because of this that the quality of the East Asian Peace is dubious.

Contention over numerous issues of the past is ongoing in East Asia 
and exists both between states as well as domestically. Problems that 
continue to colour tense interstate relationships in the region span across 
the WWII ‘comfort women’, increasingly intense territorial disputes over 
the Senkaku/Diaoyu islands between Japan and China and Dokdo/
Takeshima between Korea and Japan, and controversies over historical 
sites such as the Yasukuni Shrine and the Koguryo tombs (see Ryu in 
this volume). On the intrastate side, a host of conflicting narratives also 
remain and are manifested in such matters as a controversial textbook 
revision in Japan, ‘divisiveness in historical memory’ about the White 
Terror period in Taiwan (Wu 2005) and disagreements regarding not 
only the existence or extent of grave human rights violations perpetrated 
by Indonesian government (e.g. Timor-Leste, Aceh, West Papua and the 
1965–66 anti-communist massacres), but also about whether victims 
from those periods continue to suffer from a government that acts with 
impunity. Progress toward reconciliation and a more genuine peace is 
difficult, because some social actors depend on a narrative of denial 
of past events for their political power or sense of political identity. A 
substantive change in approach is needed if this gap is to be bridged.

History struggles, nationalism and acknowledgement
As can be surmised from Ryu’s contribution to this volume, these issues 
are likely tied to both the ‘history problem’ and high levels of nationalism 
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in the region. The ‘history problem’, as he writes, sees national identity as 
a ‘non-negotiable issue’ in which ‘memories of an important past event 
are a critical constituent’ (see p. 244). Because of this, many groups 
and actors in the region have not created a collective identity which 
would enhance the ‘deep’ cooperation necessary for high-quality and 
sustained peace. Related to this, he writes that ‘continued nationalism 
hinders the deepening of the East Asian Peace through the formation 
of an encompassing regional community, and that nationalist tensions 
may provoke conflict’ (p. 257). Nationalism, at its root, emphasizes 
‘us’ versus ‘them’ (Brown & Ni Aolain 2015; Ryu in this volume) and 
hence inherently inhibits the ability of reconciliation to take place. 
To this end, Brown and Ni Aolain (2015: 139) highlight a similarity 
between transitional justice and nationalism: ‘both place victimhood 
at their moral center.’ While the focus placed upon victims within tran-
sitional justice processes arguably has the intention to assuage grievances 
and reduce consequences of past trauma (Guthrey 2015), nationalist 
tendencies may have an opposite effect. Nationalism is problematic for 
overcoming the consequences of the past because when all parties rely 
on a narrative of grievance and victimization, it is then difficult to fo-
ment a transformation from these identities into what has been referred 
to as a ‘we-feeling’, where trust and security abound between groups or 
individuals. Building shared narratives of the past, through truth revela-
tion and official acknowledgment and documentation of wrongdoings, 
has the potential then to contribute to a deepening of peace.

Truth commissions, reparations, and amnesties
Truth commissions have been touted for their ability to promote recon-
ciliation, accountability and healing for victims and society following 
periods of mass violence (Guthrey 2015; Minow 1998; Hamber 2009; 
Hayner 2011). They are also seen to be adept at uncovering and ad-
dressing the root causes of violence. The achievement of these goals 
has been linked to the creation of environments capable of sustainable 
peace. However, one must also consider the quality of these mecha-
nisms in relation to achieving these goals. In the context of this chapter, 
‘high-quality’ truth commissions are considered to be those which seek 
to acknowledge and address the consequences of past human rights 
abuses, thereby aiming, at least in principle, to achieve the kind of 
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‘thick’ reconciliation described above, which may positively affect the 
depth of peace. A piece of Hayner’s (2011:11–12) definition of a truth 
commission – that they engage ‘directly and broadly with the affected 
population’ – is useful in this regard, as it is essential that individuals 
and groups affected by wrongdoings in the past have the opportunity to 
participate directly or indirectly in the process as well as be able to have 
voice in the process which has been found to be beneficial for victim 
recovery in post-conflict settings (Guthrey 2015).

Another way in which a truth commission may be considered to be of 
a high quality is that it produces a final report that documents past trans-
gressions and outlines recommendations for how to reckon with harm 
caused by human rights violations. Implementing recommendations is 
not often part of the work assigned to the truth commission itself, as they 
are temporary bodies with limited funding; however, if the efficacy and 
value of a truth commission is to be elevated, political leadership should 
take effort to implement these recommendations, particularly in the 
cases where the recommendations focus on tending to the root causes 
of past violence as well as repairing past harms through symbolic or 
monetary reparations, including health/psychological care for victims. 
Not only is the recognition that reparations provide important, but the 
provision of these types of resources may help to overcome structural 
violence that can persist in post-atrocity settings.

Indeed, although there are arguably relatively few commissions 
throughout the world that have lived up to these standards, these as-
pects are illustrative of the acknowledgement and recognition crucial to 
reconciliation, and hence restoring relationships and increasing mutual 
trust between rival parties. The degree to which the commissions in 
East Asia have fulfilled this type of acknowledgment will be further de-
scribed below. In all, there remains much to learn about the true impact 
of these mechanisms; however, given the potential of truth commissions 
to promote acknowledgment, and hence, increase trust and security, it is 
possible that such strategies are important steps on the path to achieving 
deep peace.

In a way similar to truth commissions, both symbolic and monetary 
reparations have the potential to provide acknowledgment for past 
wrongdoing by both individual perpetrators and the state (David & 
Choi 2005; De Greiff 2006). Through the recognition that is demon-
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strated by reparations, these programmes have been linked to victim 
healing, including the restoration of victim dignity (David & Choi 
2005; Freeman & Hayner 2003; Lykes & Mersky 2006). Some have also 
suggested that the receipt of reparations can serve as a ‘proxy for justice’, 
as such programmes can help to acknowledge that the harm caused 
in the past is now understood to be wrong in the eyes of the state and 
can facilitate a sense of assurance that such abuses will not be repeated 
(David & Choi 2005, 424; Hamber and Wilson 2002; van Boven 1995; 
Lykes and Mersky 2006). This type of legitimation of the rule of law 
may in turn lead to an increased sense of safety (Ajdukovic 2004), which 
is important to the promotion of deep peace.

On the other hand, amnesties, either in the form of official pardons 
for people who have been convicted of offences or a promise not to 
prosecute, are almost the polar opposite of acknowledgment. The most 

 Table 12.1: Amnesties and truth commissions in East Asia

Source: Based on findings from the Transitional Justice Database Project, Louise Mallinder’s 
Amnesty Law Database, Priscilla Hayner (2011), the Justice in Perspective project (Centre 
for the Study of Violence and Reconciliation 2012), and the Transitional Justice Research 
Collaborative.

Number of 
amnesties

Truth commissions/ 
commissions of inquiry

Reparations 
programmes

Cambodia 5
China 1
East Timor 3 2002–2005; 2005–2008 

(with Indonesia)
Indonesia 5
     (Aceh) 2
Japan 1
Laos 2
Malaysia 1
Myanmar 19
North Korea 2
Philippines 33 1986–1987
South Korea 21 2000–2004; 2005–2010 1990–1998
Thailand 11 2005–2006; 2010–2012
Vietnam 5
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dubious kind of amnesty is the latter when future prosecution is explicitly 
removed from the table, since it means that no investigation is conducted 
at all. Amnesties have proven to be useful as a way to encourage parties 
engaged in mass violence to lay down their weapons, but this should be a 
means to an end, not the final stop in promoting lasting peace. This type 
of strategy does not come to terms with the harm done during conflict, 
but instead acts as a type of band-aid to stop conflict in the short-term, 
and hence likely has either no effect or a negative effect on promoting 
positive peace in the long-run.

Table 12.1 shows where truth commissions and reparations have 
been initiated in East Asia, as well as the total number of amnesties is-
sued since 1947.

Amnesties clearly outnumber truth commissions and reparations 
– the highest number have been issued in the Philippines (33), South 
Korea (21), Myanmar (19) and Thailand (11). These countries, ex-
cept for South Korea, have been the outliers of the East Asian Peace; 
they are the only places where violent conflict continues to surge (see 
Tønnesson’s chapter in this volume).

Of these countries, Myanmar is the only one that issued amnesties 
without a truth commission or commission of inquiry, and has also had 
comparatively high levels of violence in the recent past. The Philippines 
created a commission of inquiry, the Presidential Commission on 
Human Rights, to investigate human rights violations that occurred 
under the authoritarian regime of Ferdinand Marcos from 1972–1986 
(Hayner 2011). The mandate was, however, severely limited. It was only 
empowered to examine violations perpetrated by ‘government officers 
or their agents, or by persons acting in their stead or under their orders’, 
because it was believed that abuses committed by guerrilla forces could 
be handled by the court system as ‘common crimes’ (ibid. 244). From the 
onset, the commission was also hobbled by a lack of adequate staff and 
funding, and thus could not deal with the large number of complaints it 
received about past violence. It was, in essence, doomed from the start, 
because it did not have the capacity to develop a full picture of the past.

Thailand has had two commissions of inquiry, but their contribution to 
addressing previous wrongdoings is dubious. The National Reconciliation 
Commission, created in Thailand in 2005 to heal the wounds left by the 
2001 coup that ousted Thaksin Shinawatra, was set up to resemble a ‘royal’ 
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inquiry as opposed to a conventional truth commission. It did not engage 
‘broadly and directly with the affected population’, and so excluded both 
the idea of voice and the concrete information that stakeholders at many 
levels might have provided (Hayner 2011).

Thailand’s second commission of inquiry, the Truth for Reconciliation 
Commission of Thailand that began its work in 2010, only investigated 
a limited episode of human rights violations during a two-month period 
the same year, when anti-government protests ended in bloodshed. 
This brief time frame also suggests a limited scope of acknowledgment, 
given the vast number of abuses that were perpetrated outside of this 
time period. The International Center for Transitional Justice also noted 
that this commission faced ‘obstacles to finding the truth, such as lack 
of cooperation from the military and police’ (Bangkok Post 2011).2 
This implies that those who were most involved in past abuses had little 
intention truly to address past violence; hence, this commission was 
unlikely to develop any type of shared narrative of the past.

South Korea, which also has issued many amnesties, has implemented 
two official truth commissions as well as a reparations programme. The 
first commission, the Presidential Truth Commission on Suspicious 
Deaths (PTCSD), operated from 2000–04. It was tasked with resolv-
ing specific deaths that occurred during the authoritarian period from 
1961 to the 1990s, but it was not mandated to review either widespread 
patterns or underlying causes of abuse. The commission opened a very 
tight window for victims and their families to submit claims, and it 
actually investigated relatively few submitted claims (85 out of several 
hundred) (Hayner 2011).

The second, the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRCK), 
undertook its work from 2005–10 and was mandated to ‘investigate 
human rights violations in Korea from 1910–87’ (Dong-Choon 2012). 
It was aimed at ‘reconciling the past for the sake of national unity’ and 
honouring victims of past abuse, including those incurred as a result 
of Japanese colonialism and during authoritarian rule in the country 
(ibid.). The comprehensiveness of this mandate, including the time pe-
riod and range of abuses to be examined, illustrates a stronger intent to 

2. The 14 May 2011 Bangkok Post article that included this quote has since been much 
abridged. What remains can be found at https://www.ictj.org/news/doors-still-
closed-truth-about-may-19.
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achieve acknowledgment than the previous commission in South Korea 
and most others in the region.

Notably, South Korea is the only country in East Asia to carry out 
a reparations programme aimed explicitly at compensating victims for 
wrongdoings committed in the past. When the law for compensating 
victims in relation to the 1980 Gwangju massacre was passed in 1990, 
these payments were merely referred to as compensation; however, in 
1995 the language was altered to the term ‘reparations’. This change, 
according to Han (2005:1033), ‘explicitly implicat[es] the authoritar-
ian government for abuse of power, and thus providing an additional 
measure of symbolic reparation to the victims.’

It should be mentioned that two foundations in Taiwan also devel-
oped compensation programmes. One, started in 1995, was directed to-
ward victims of the 228 incident (an uprising on 28 February 1947). The 
other, started in 1998, focused on individuals who had been incarcerated 
as political prisoners during the White Terror period (1949–87). Both 
sought to provide restitution for ‘losses of freedom, life, and property’ 
(Wu 2005: 10). However, some victims of the White Terror period do 
not view this as a ‘reparations’ process as such because it has not been 
coupled with an official apology or acknowledgement of responsibility 
for past wrongdoing.3 The money for these payments came from the 
national treasury and not directly from the KMT, which was responsible 
for the abuses (Dr Wen Chen-wen Memorial Foundation 2006). Hence, 
the KMT avoided taking responsibility for the crimes, and to date has 
not apologized.

Timor-Leste also issued several amnesties (although far fewer than 
the four countries discussed above), and two truth commissions were 
established to investigate the country’s occupation by the Indonesian 
military. The first was the Commission for Reception, Truth and 
Reconciliation (CAVR, its Portuguese acronym), which undertook 
its work from 2002–05. The CAVR had a much more comprehen-
sive mandate: to investigate crimes that were committed during the 
Indonesian occupation from 1975–99. Also, it operated the Community 
Reconciliation Process (CRP) based on traditional conflict resolution 
practices that aimed to reintegrate East Timorese ex-combatants into 
their communities. Although not without pitfalls, the CRPs have been 

3. Interviews by the author, November 2015. 
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considered to have achieved some degrees of success at the local level 
in Timor-Leste (Stanley 2009; Senier 2008; Pigou 2004). Similarly, the 
CAVR has also come under criticism, but some victims recognized the 
benefit of being able to contribute to their country’s national narrative 
as a positive outcome of the programme (Guthrey 2015). It should also 
be mentioned that the CAVR did implement an ‘urgent reparations 
programme’ as part of its work for those victims who faced an imminent 
need for support. The reach of this programme was, however, quite lim-
ited in scope; it only provided benefits to roughly 200 of the estimated 
100,000 to 180,000 victims affected by the occupation (CAVR 2006).

The second commission involving Timor-Leste was the Commission 
on Truth and Friendship (CTF), which was created jointly by Timor-
Leste and Indonesia and operated from 2005–08. The CTF was tempo-
rally limited to crimes committed in 1999 and substantively limited to 
crimes committed in connection with the referendum for Timor-Leste’s 
independence from Indonesia. These limitations call into question 
whether the commission was actually intended to achieve true acknowl-
edgment of responsibility for the past, given that the truth about the 
previous 24 years of abuse would not be investigated. Examining one 
year of wrongdoings – which were largely perpetrated by East Timorese 
militias (although they were backed by the Indonesian military) – while 
ignoring another 23 years of violence undertaken largely by the occupa-
tion forces themselves can scarcely be regarded as acknowledgment.

Quality of peace
In considering not only the absence of armed conflict, but also the qual-
ity of peace on the ground, looking at the Physical Integrity Rights (PIR) 
index developed by the CIRI Human Rights Data Project, as well as the 
Political Terror Scale (PTS) and the Societal Violence Scale (SVS) both 
developed by researchers working in the Political Terror Scale Project is 
instructive. These measures go further than determining the presence 
or absence of armed conflict and illustrate patterns related to whether 
people are essentially safe from harm (which may not necessarily result 
in loss of life) perpetuated by their government or opposition groups. 
This can be conceptualized further as positive peace. Table 12.2 com-
pares the most recently available scores from each of these scales for the 
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countries that have issued the greatest number of amnesties alongside 
those that have also created truth commissions and initiated reparations.

South Korea, Thailand, the Philippines and Myanmar have issued 
the greatest number of amnesties in the region, and the latter three score 
the worst on the positive peace-related scales. Indeed, South Korea and 
Timor-Leste boast the highest scores in the table above. This trend may 
be an indication that amnesties are not effective at securing long-term, 
deep peace where the threat of renewed violence is reduced unless they 
are coupled with a high-quality mechanism for acknowledgment (which 
may come in the form of a truth commission or widespread reparations 
programme) that aims to address the root causes of violence through 
a thorough investigation of the past and engagement with conflict-
affected parties at various levels.

Conclusions
On the surface, a counterargument to the one put forth in this chapter 
could be that some regional cooperation – including international trade 
and shared legal frameworks – exists in spite of the engrained ‘forgetting’ 
in East Asia. Ben Goldsmith (in this volume) argues that regional con-

Table 12.2: Amnesties, truth commission quality, and quality peace scores

Note: The PTS and SVS range from 1–5, with 5 as the worst score and the PIR ranges from 1-8, 
with 1 being the worst.

Source: The Physical Integrity Rights (PIR), Political Terror Scale (PTS), and Societal Violence 
Scale (SVS) scores come from Cingranelli, Richards and Clay (2014) and Gibney, et al. 
(2016).

More 
than 10 
amnes-
ties

Quality 
TC

Wide-
spread 
repara-
tions

Political 
Terror 
Scale 
2014

Societal 
Violence 
Scale 
2013

Physical 
Integrity 
Rights 
2011

Myanmar Yes N/A No 4 5 1
Philippines Yes No No 3.66 5 1

Thailand Yes No No 3 4 1
South Korea Yes Yes Yes 2 2 4
Timor-
Leste

No Yes No 2 3 7
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flict in East Asia has largely been avoided because of increased economic 
interdependence via international trade. Shirley Scott (this volume) fur-
ther suggests that the East Asian Peace may be a result of international 
treaties that have led to the peaceful rise of China, thus pacifying the 
region. While both Goldsmith and Scott provide convincing accounts 
of possible explanations for the existence of the East Asian Peace, a 
question still remains as to how deep the peace that has been facilitated 
by these factors (among others) might be. Indeed, widespread regional 
conflict has been largely avoided since the early 1980s, but tensions 
remain both between and within East Asian countries as described in 
the examples above.

I argue these grievances persist because issues of the past have been 
unresolved. Ryu’s discussion of nationalism as a hindrance to deepening 
the peace in East Asia is useful; however his piece does not necessarily 
offer a way to transform the negative and potentially destructive us-
them mentality into collective identity with a shared future. In addition 
to nationalism, the prevalence of honour ideology in the region that Erik 
Melander highlights in his contribution may be another factor that con-
tinues to cement resistance to reconciliation, particularly with regard to 
the refusal of rivals to offer and accept apologies. While truth commis-
sions and reparations processes may not be the only mechanisms that 
can contribute to positive peace, they may indeed be a start. I support 
Ryu’s suggestion that political reconciliation should take place at both 
the domestic and the interstate levels; hence, it may be useful to think 
about developing acknowledgement processes at both levels in order to 
better enhance the possibility of attaining positive peace in the region.

As mentioned, forgetting and/or denying the occurrence of previous 
human rights abuses has the potential to be detrimental to individuals 
and societies. This is not least because, in the absence of acknowledg-
ment and building of shared narratives of the past, nationalist sentiments 
can threaten cooperation and inhibit the development of positive peace. 
Avoidance of reckoning with previous wrongdoings can contribute to 
strained relationships between countries that have yet to resolve their 
past through some form of acknowledgment for the suffering of victims 
and acceptance of responsibility. Aside from the Commission for Truth 
and Friendship (which, as mentioned, was largely ineffective at dealing 
with the past conflict) involving Indonesia and Timor-Leste, there have 
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been no official attempts to pursue reconciliation between countries. 
Given the persistence of history problems and lingering mistrust, both 
domestically and across states in East Asia, it appears that just ignoring 
the past and avoiding responsibility for it is not leading to deep and last-
ing peace.

Acknowledgment helps to build trust and security. Without trust, 
individuals or states will continue to feel vulnerable when tensions arise. 
This may happen because of social problems (including lack of access to 
economic opportunities) or even because of territorial disputes. When 
one is uncertain of the way in which another will act, an environment 
of insecurity is perpetuated (Staub 2000). Security concerns are often 
at the heart of the initiation and escalation of conflict. Although truth 
commissions are not the only way to facilitate acknowledgment, quality 
truth commissions in East Asia that have engaged broadly with those 
affected by past violence and demonstrated an intention to promote rec-
onciliation and recovery appear to have had some positive impact. On 
the other hand, in those countries that have only issued amnesties for 
past crimes, or amnesties followed by low-quality truth commissions, 
deep peace appears to be lacking. Without acknowledging the wounds 
resulting from past wrongdoings, rivalries and grievances will probably 
persist, which limits the possibility for positive peace to be realized. This 
ultimately makes the East Asian Peace a shallow and tenuous one.
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C H A P T E R  1 3

The Nationalist Threat to the 
East Asian Peace

Yongwook Ryu

East Asia has witnessed fewer interstate wars and battlefield deaths 
since 1980 and so, by definition, the region has certainly become more 
peaceful in this negative sense of the term. But does this mean that 
the East Asian Peace is also deep and durable? In this chapter, I argue 
that while East Asia has become more peaceful in the negative sense, 
the peace is not yet deep, nor is it necessarily durable. This is mainly 
because the national identities of key regional countries (China, Japan 
and South Korea) have become increasingly pitted against each other in 
the post-Cold War era, as the controversy relating to the interpretation 
of important historical events has increased in saliency. These historical 
issues form the core of the national identities of these three countries, 
which is considered as non-negotiable. As I show, these antithetical 
national identities have strengthened in all three countries and, even 
more troubling, the negative manifestation of each nationalism is being 
directed toward the other states. One consequence of the emergence 
of antithetical national identities is the intensification of territorial 
disputes, a quintessential symbol of nationalism in the modern era and 
perhaps a symptom of a rather fragile East Asian Peace.

I further argue that other factors identified in this volume as causing 
the East Asian Peace in the negative sense, such as power balance (Ross) 
and deepening intra-regional trade relations (Goldsmith), have a limited 
ability to foster creation of a more positive regional peace. Instead, what 
is required to make the regional peace deep and durable is the creation 
and development of a common community based on a shared sense of 
a collective identity and ‘we-feeling’ (Kupchan 2011; Adler & Barnett 
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1988; Deutsch 1957). The most critical step in this effort is political 
reconciliation between countries in the region through narrowing their 
perceptual gap of controversial historical issues. Achieving this would 
go a long way toward resolving or ameliorating the antithetical national 
identities of countries in the region, as well as to improving interstate 
cooperation and developing a regional community.

Nationalism and antithetical national identities in East Asia
Nationalism is both a socio-psychological belief that a group of people 
who perceive themselves as a cohesive entity ought to constitute a na-
tion, and a political ideology that such groups (nations) should possess 
their own territories with a sufficient degree autonomy and sovereignty 
(Smith 1979; Gellner 1983; Anderson 1983; Hass 1986). It is also a 
form of collective identity whose locus is at the national level. In the 
modern era of the Westphalian system, this form of collective identity 
has superseded others such as loyalty to tribe, kin, emperor, class and 
even god. It has been the main culprit for the outbreak of some of the 
deadliest wars and conflicts, especially when national boundaries do 
not map onto territorial boundaries, in the form of independence move-
ments, ethnic conflict, ethnic ‘cleansing’ and territorial disputes (Kellas 
1991).

This distinctively modern and European phenomenon has swept the 
rest of the world, including East Asia, through military conquest and 
colonization. East Asia had existed as an autonomous and independent 
unit on its own, operating according to the rules of the tributary system, 
before the advent of Westphalian states. Under that system, regional 
countries acknowledged the supremacy of China in return for the legiti-
macy and autonomy to govern their own territories. The Westphalian 
form of nationalism – territoriality internal sovereignty and external 
equality – was foreign to East Asia and, while occasional conflict still 
occurred, the tributary system essentially preserved regional peace 
and stability, leading some scholars to argue that a hierarchical system 
could also make East Asia more peaceful in the contemporary era (Kang 
2003).

The advent of western powers brought an abrupt end to this Sino-
centric tributary system. Of course, with the western powers came the 
western idea of nationalism, which proved to be a major force shaping re-
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gional interstate relations. Japan quickly learned the power of nationalism 
and embarked on its own modernization programme in the form of the 
Meiji Restoration in 1868, which overhauled its feudal socioeconomic 
and political system. Within three decades, it successfully challenged the 
regional hegemon, Qing China, and defeated it in the first Sino-Japanese 
War, claiming Chosen (current Korean peninsula) and Taiwan as its 
spoils. Only a few years later, Japan launched another challenge, this time 
against a major European country, Russia, again winning decisively and 
thereby emerging as the regional hegemon. Thereafter, Japan’s imperial-
ism quickly grew powerful, bringing one country after another under its 
control in the name of the Greater Co-Prosperity Sphere. 

In resistance to Japanese colonialism arose various independence 
movements that appealed to nationalist sentiments, and which resulted 
in violent and bloody struggles. This is particularly true for China and 
South Korea, where the anti-Japanese resistance war (kangri zhanzheng) 
and the March First movement (samil undong) sprang to life in direct re-
sistance to Japanese colonial rule. Henceforth was born the nationalism 
of China and South Korea, and from the very beginning, nationalism 
was a major factor for regional conflict right, and the nationalisms of 
these key East Asian countries ( Japan, China and South Korea) were set 
against each other. This is in sharp contrast to the development of na-
tionalism in other parts of the world, where nationalism arose and grew 
mainly in opposition to external colonizers. Even in Southeast Asia, a 
region that had also been subject to colonial rule by Northeast Asian 
states, local nationalisms developed first and foremost in response to 
European colonial occupation. In Northeast Asia, by contrast, national-
ism emerged in opposition to another country in the region.

However, nationalism has not always produced regional conflict. In 
the postwar period, it was largely a force for interstate peace and stabil-
ity. Except for the relatively short-lived struggles for national unification 
by the two Chinas and the two Koreas, newly independent nations 
oriented their domestic political agenda to national socioeconomic 
development. In Japan, Prime Minister Yoshida Shigeru navigated the 
difficult political waters between the left and the right as he formulated 
what is known as the Yoshida Doctrine, which allowed Japan to focus on 
economic development while relying on the United States to ensure its 
national security ( Johnson 1982). In South Korea, General Park Chung-
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hee’s military government similarly led national development plans for 
economic growth (Kim & Vogel 2013), whose resounding success came 
to be known as the miracle of the Han River. In China, after the bloody 
and devastating experiences of the Great Leap Forward and the Cultural 
Revolution (MacFarquhar 1997), Deng Xiaoping began the open-door 
and reform policies in the late 1970s, thereby shifting national priorities 
to socioeconomic development (Vogel 2013).

While one may characterize this period as a capitalist peace based on 
deepening trade relations between regional countries, the root cause for 
international stability and closer economic relations during this period 
came from a domestic source, namely, the desire by reform-oriented 
national leaders to achieve national growth and socioeconomic devel-
opment. Hence, as Tønnesson argues in this volume, this period is more 
accurately described as a developmental peace in which prominent na-
tional attention to socioeconomic development had a positive spillover 
effect into regional peace and stability. The urgency of developmental 
agenda slowly waned, however, as the countries attained a certain level 
of national wealth and social development.

The catalyst for nationalism to once again reveal its ugly side was the 
rise of unresolved historical grievances around the mid- to late-1980s, 
when the Cold War was melting. As the developmental agenda decreased 
in importance and the security rationale weakened due to the end of the 
Cold War, issues such as the ‘comfort women,’ the Yasukuni Shrine con-
troversy, history textbook revisions, Nanjing Massacre and competing 
historical interpretations of the ancient kingdom of Koguryo came to the 
fore of regional relations. Referred to collectively as the ‘history problem’ 
(lishi wenti or rekishi mondai), these issues transformed previously peace-
ful nationalisms into fervent nationalism directed against each other. The 
intensity reached such a level that some analysts describe the conflict as 
‘history war’ (Yoon 2009; Shin & Sneider 2014; Wakasa 2015). The 
potency of these issues to cause diplomatic controversy and public anger 
is vividly illustrated by widespread anti-Japanese protests in both China 
and South Korea, where tens of thousands of people took to the streets 
in 2005. Ironically, the end of the Cold War opened a Pandora’s Box for 
regional conflict rather than yielding a peace dividend.

At the heart of the ‘history problem’ issue are competing interpre-
tations of important historical events and periods that these nations 
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consider to be defining elements of their national identities. And con-
troversy arises because there is a lack of shared understanding between 
the relevant parties about them. Take the issue of Japan’s past colonial-
ism in Asia, for example. On the one hand, virtually everyone in China 
and South Korea as well as a majority of Japanese citizens believe that 
Japan waged a wrongful war that resulted in immense human casualties 
and suffering, as well as material loss to Asian nations. On the other, 
small but vociferous conservative groups in Japan propose a counter-
narrative, according to which Japan’s past aggression was a holy war of 
self-defence and survival (jiei jison no seisen) that was forced upon Japan 
by prevailing circumstances such as expanding western imperialism and 
lack of natural resources.1

Several issues stem from this differing historical perspective on 
Japan’s past colonialism in Asia, and they include (but are not limited 
to) the content of Japanese history textbooks, politically motivated vis-
its to the Yasukuni Shrine (which worships Japan’s war dead, including 
thirteen Class A war criminals), the so-called ‘comfort women’ issue 
and competing interpretations of the Nanjing Massacre. The increased 
salience of these historical issues directly feeds into Chinese and Korean 
nationalisms, which have strong anti-Japanese sentiments based on their 
colonial experience under Japanese rule. In turn, Japanese nationalism is 
strengthened by ‘Japan bashing’ and pressure (gaiatsu), accommodation 
of which is taken as a sign of national weakness by Japanese nationalists.

A different kind of history problem also exists between China and 
South Korea. In 2001, North Korea (with Chinese support) attempted 
to register the tombs of Koguryo (37 bce–668 ce) in the UNESCO as 
a world heritage site. This was followed in the next year by the Chinese 
policy initiative called the ‘Northeast Asia History Project’ (dongbei 

1. Former Mayor of Tokyo Ishihara Shintaro said, ‘it was not aggression … Deprived 
of of resources, ( Japan) had no choice but to expand into Southeast Asia … If 
one defines the war as aggression without such a historical perspective, it merely 
amounts to masochism or ignorance of history’ (The Asahi Shimbun 18 May2013) 
http://ajw.asahi.com/article/behind_news/politics/AJ201305180041. Last ac-
cessed on 1 September 2015. The chairman of the Dissemination of Historical Fact, 
Kase Hideaki, claims that ‘Japan was forced into war by the United States, because 
America was making unreasonable demands upon us, and that Japan was fighting 
a war of national self-defence.’ http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/asia-pacific/4145356.
stm. Last accessed on 1 October 2015. 
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gongcheng), which declared, among other things, that those Koguryo 
tombs located in China itself should be recognized as China’s own world 
heritage (Ramzy 2004). This seemingly innocuous incident began a 
controversy regarding which state owns the history of Koguryo. When 
China’s foreign ministry deleted Koguryo from the summary of ‘Korean’ 
history on its website and consistently referred to the area as ‘China’s 
Koguryo’ (Gries 2005), the South Korean National Assembly took a rare 
move and unanimously passed a resolution in the National Assembly 
criticizing the Chinese stance on the issue and reiterating that Koguryo 
is part of Korean history. While not as intense and controversial as those 
historical issues involving Japan, the Koguryo saga illustrates how un-
resolved historical issues easily can lead to the formation of antithetical 
national identities between China and South Korea.

The importance of these historical issues lies in the fact that they go 
to the heart of defining their national identities, which each party treats 
as non-negotiable. The shared social memories of important past events 
are a core element of collective identity formation (Calhoun 1993; 
Anderson 1983); when actors’ historical memories do not converge 
they cannot form a genuine collective identity. The increased salience of 
unresolved historical issues suggests that the social memories of impor-
tant past events are increasingly less shared and more contested by the 
three countries, which pits their national identities against one another 
in an antithetical manner. The rise of the ‘history problem’ resuscitated 
the antithetical national identities that have their roots in Japan’s impe-
rial period but became dormant during the developmental peace.

Social identity theory tells us that once a particular group identity 
is primed in relation to some out-group, then in-group favouritism and 
out-group derogation are very common behavioural traits (Turner 
1982; Turner & Tajfel 1979). When national identities are primed and 
directed against a particular Other, in-group members will not only 
voluntarily conform to in-group norms and attitudes – both toward 
other in-group members and toward relevant out-group – but also they 
themselves might enforce those norms and attitudes on other in-group 
members and punish deviant behaviour either materially or socially 
(Shih, et al. 1999; Benjamin, Choi & Fisher 2010), the effect of which 
is to accentuate that very antithetical national identity vis-à-vis neigh-
bouring countries. Hence the emergence of antithetical national identi-
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ties does not bode well regional peace and stability, as it causes regional 
affairs to become unnecessarily tense and conflictual by exacerbating 
mutual threat perceptions and boosting domestic support for hard-line 
foreign policy toward neighbouring countries. A vicious cycle is at work 
here. The lack of mutual trust and common identity increases the likeli-
hood of historical controversies, as actors envision neither a common 
past nor a common future. Such historical controversies, in turn, further 
diminish mutual trust and hinder the formation and development of a 
common regional identity.

Domestic politics of nationalism
There are two main ways nationalism affects foreign policy. The first 
is through socialization and internalization of prevailing historical 
memories and nationalistic sentiments and attitudes. The memories, 
sentiments and attitudes of policymakers are similar to those of ordinary 
citizens and may be reflected in foreign policymaking. The other mecha-
nism is through domestic politics. Even when policymakers would like 
to pursue different policies (for example, cooperation with neighbour-
ing countries), prevailing public sentiments and attitudes may limit their 
options and constrain their behaviour. This is particularly applicable in 
democratic countries where politicians and policymakers are subject 
to social pressure and punishment, but the same dynamic can also take 
place in non-democratic countries such as China (Weeks 2008; Weiss 
2013).

Policymakers are social beings and are subject to the same kind of do-
mestic socialization process as ordinary citizens, which may make them 
more or less identical to ordinary citizens. Like ordinary citizens, policy-
makers also internalize prevailing historical memories and perspectives 
as well as ensuing nationalistic sentiments and attitudes. And they may 
reflect those sentiments and attitudes in their foreign policymaking and 
in their dealings with foreign counterparts.

Chinese and South Korean policymakers firmly believe that they 
are on the side of historical justice and assume an attitude of moral 
superiority vis-à-vis their Japanese counterparts, mainly because they 
are certain that Japanese actions in the past were ‘wrong.’ This sort of 
belief and attitude arises as one internalizes particular historical memo-
ries and perspectives about Japanese colonialism. For instance, when 
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South Korean President Roh Moo-hyun spoke of Dokdo/Takeshima in 
a nationally televised speech, his words reflected widely shared societal 
beliefs and attitudes about Japan’s past wrongdoings, which were his 
own beliefs too. He said:2

for Koreans, Dokdo is a symbol of the complete recovery of sovereignty. 
Along with homage by the Japanese leaders to the Yasukuni Shrine and 
Japanese history textbooks, Dokdo is a touchstone of Japan’s recogni-
tion of its past history as well as its determination for Korea-Japan 
relations of future and peace in East Asia.

When various Chinese policymakers insist that the Japanese side must 
‘squarely face history and use history as a mirror’ (zhengshi lishi yishi 
weijing), they feel that they can chastise Japanese counterparts from the 
moral high ground. Chinese policymakers typically demand certain 
actions from the Japanese side based on their own understanding of the 
past historical event.3 In both cases, China and South Korea assume that 
they stand on the moral high ground vis-à-vis Japan.

The other way that nationalism can affect foreign policy is through 
domestic politics. While policymakers have been subject to the same 
kind of domestic socialization, they typically work in a different envi-
ronment with a greater constellation of interests and issues to balance 
than ordinary citizens and interest groups. Often the international 
situation and domestic political environment dictate the pursuit of 
conflicting interests/policies. In such cases, nationalism could tip the 
balance, making domestic politics more important to policymakers. For 
example, the North Korean nuclear weapons issue is a major security 
threat to both Japan and South Korea, and both would like to improve 
their security cooperation such as intelligence sharing, to counter more 
effectively the security danger posed by North Korea’s nuclear weapons. 
But due to the saliency of the ‘history problem’, such cooperation has 
been vehemently resisted by the public, especially in South Korea. 
During the Lee Myung-bak administration (2008–13), the South 
Korean and Japanese governments sought to conclude and sign the 

2. For the full text in English, see http://dokdo-or-takeshima.blogspot.kr/2008/04/
roh-moo-hyuns-angry-dokdo-speech.html.

3. A recent example of this is when Chinese premier Li Keqiang met with Japanese 
foreign minister Kishida Fumio. For more details, see http://news.iciba.com/
study/bilingual/1572263.shtml. 
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General Security of Military Information Agreement (GSOMIA), but 
when this news was leaked to the public, the Korean public opposed 
what it understood to be a military pact. In the end, the South Korean 
government decided not to go ahead with the agreement. Governments 
that are subject to domestic social and interest group pressure find it 
very difficult to pursue the policies that deviate from the preferences of 
their publics, especially if there are powerful domestic groups that can 
punish the government for doing so.

Such groups exist in all three countries. In Japan, conservative na-
tionalists’ desire to move away from what they perceive to be excessive 
historical baggage and transform Japan into a ‘normal state’ (futsu no 
kuni). This normalization has two dimensions: political-security and so-
ciocultural (Ryu 2017). The political-security aspect of normalization 
is mainly about revising Article 9 in order to permit Japan to exercise its 
right of collective self-defence. Article 9 contains a clause that prohibits 
the use of force as a means to settle international disputes. Furthermore, 
the Cabinet Legislative Bureau (CLB), which has the power to interpret 
the constitution, has stated that while Japan has the right of collective 
self-defence right under the UN Charter, this right cannot be exercised 
due to Article 9.4 In 2015, however, conservative nationalists led by 
Shinzo Abe passed the Security Acts (anpo hosei), which changed this 
long-standing CLB interpretation in a way that now allows for the ex-
ercise of collective self-defence right without revising the constitution.5

The sociocultural dimension relates to what conservative national-
ists believe is a low level of patriotism (read: nationalism) in Japan, 
especially among the youth. They argue that this sorry state is caused by 
‘masochistic historical education’ (jigyaku teki rekishikan) in the postwar 
era. Postwar education, they claim, led the Japanese to feel a sense of 

4. For details see Miyoko Tsujimura, Kenpō [Constitution] 59 (2000): 108. Article 9 
is followed by several anti-militaristic principles: Japan shall accept three non-nu-
clear principles (prohibition to produce, possess and introduce nuclear weapons), 
shall restrict the export of arms and military technology, shall affirm the principle 
of peaceful use of space, and agree to limit defence expenditure to one per cent of 
GNP. 

5. Many constitutional lawyers in Japan believe that the Security Acts are uncon-
stitutional. Since the court has not ruled on the constitutionality of the Acts, the 
Japanese government has the legal basis for exercising the collective self-defence 
right for the time being.
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shame and guilt about its own past and traditions, to lack a spirit of 
independence, and to engender a willingness to give in to foreign pres-
sure (gaiatsu). A ‘normal’ country would be the opposite of all this: high 
on national pride, freely expressing patriotic sentiments, and standing 
up against foreign criticism. While Japan’s apology is a costly signal of 
peaceful intent and changed identity with regard to China and South 
Korea (Lind 2010), it is a hard pill to swallow for Japanese nationalists, 
who see it as a signal of national weakness and interpret it as an indica-
tion of the sorry state of Japanese nationalism. To promote nationalism, 
they therefore seek to revise history in a way that conforms with their 
nationalistic view of modern Japan, which portrays Japan in a more posi-
tive light. For instance, they argue the Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity 
Sphere (Dai-tō-a Kyōeiken) operated for the betterment of East Asian 
nations rather than for Japan’s national interest, and that these were 
noble goals and not merely imperial propaganda used to justify Japan’s 
military expansion.6

In China, the declining relevance and legitimacy of socialism led the 
Communist Party to search for a new source of political legitimacy. At 
the same time, the Chinese regime has increasingly been concerned with 
popular support despite the lack of democratic elections (Chan 2008). 
With the communist ideology losing its appeal, the CCP re-discovered 
nationalism as a key means to boost its political legitimacy, along with 
economic performance (Zhao 2005/6). Amidst this, Japan became 
a useful and effective target against which Chinese public sentiments 
could be incited (Reilly 2014). The patriotic education campaign (aiguo 
jiaoyu yundong) initiated under Jiang Zemin specifically and deliber-
ately invoked Japan’s past atrocities in China to generate nationalistic 
feelings – of both internal solidarity and external resentment – among 
the Chinese public (Wang 2012). As long as the political legitimacy of 
the CCP is in question or needs a boost, Japan will continue to be a 
handy card for the CCP to play, given that their bilateral historical issues 
remain unresolved. 

Moreover, the social pressure to adhere to an overwhelmingly ne-
gative view of Japan suppresses reasonable voices. The Ma Licheng 

6. Toko Sekiguchi ‘Prime Minister Abe Doubts ‘Aggression’, The Wall Street Journal 
26 April, http://jp.wsj.com/article/SB100014241278873242894045784457706
54912536.html. Last accessed 16 November 2016.
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incident illustrates this very well. A liberal intellectual at Renmin Ribao 
(People’s Daily), Ma Licheng in 2002 wrote an article entitled ‘New 
Thinking on Relations with Japan’ in which he advocated putting the 
‘history problem’ aside in order to achieve rapprochement with Japan. 
He saw excessive anti-Japanese nationalism as harmful. Ma’s views 
were criticized by other academics who maintained that the problem is 
Japan’s excessive anti-Chinese nationalism based on Japanese historical 
revisionism (Gries 2005). Ma was described as a ‘traitor’ (maiguozei) 
by many Chinese, and even received death threats. While it is true that 
other viewpoints on Japan do exist in Chinese society (Gries 2005), the 
dominant voice is a nationalistic one that reinforces a negative image of 
Japan and treats Japan as the Other. Once difficult, today it is not hard 
to find Renmin Ribao articles, including personal reminiscences, that 
describe Japan’s wartime atrocities in detail. 

In South Korea, the ‘Japan problem’ is still a politically sensitive is-
sue seven decades after the former’s independence from the latter. Both 
‘North Korea worshipper’ and ‘pro-Japan collaborator’ labels have a long 
pedigree of being associated with ‘traitor’ or ‘harming national interests’, 
and the labels, once applied, can end a politician’s career. Polarized 
politics in South Korea between the conservatives and progressives have 
also accentuated the political importance of these labels, with the former 
accusing the latter of being pro-North Korea and the latter accusing the 
former of being pro-Japan. For our purpose, this is important because 
the domestic politics of South Korea cannot be separated from its foreign 
relations with Japan. As South Korea’s national identity gets increasingly 
defined vis-à-vis Japan in an antithetical manner, bilateral cooperation 
receives less public support. The GSOMIA incident vividly illustrates 
this point: the Korean public has become extremely sensitive and resist-
ant to any policy that enhances security via military cooperation with 
Japan. While in 2014 the conservative government of Park Geun-hye 
signed a three-way memorandum of understanding with Japan and the 
United States on safeguarding and sharing classified information about 
North Korea’s nuclear and missile programmes, this GSOMIA is yet to 
be concluded with Japan due to the public resistance. 7 

7. Despite the deceptive headline, the Japan Times confirms that the General Security 
of Military Information Agreement has not been concluded. ‘Japan, S. Korea, U.S. 
now sharing intelligence on N. Korea’ The Japan Times 29 December 2014 http://
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The domestic politics of nationalism will continue to complicate 
interstate relations among countries in the region by sustaining and 
reinforcing the antithetical national identities of Japan, China and South 
Korea. Ironically, the domestic political influence of the nationalists 
in each country depends upon nationalists in the others, despite their 
mutual hatred and mistrust. Furthermore, if nationalistic sentiments 
strengthen or issues of national symbol intensify, then their domestic 
voices will only grow, thereby creating a perverse incentive for national-
ists to pursue their nationalistic political agenda with ever-rising stri-
dency. This convergence of nationalism and domestic political incentive 
consolidates antithetical national identities. 

The East Asian Peace in perspective: territorial disputes  
and a fragile peace

The discussion in the previous sections helps us put the phenomenon 
of East Asian Peace into perspective. While the region has certainly 
become more peaceful as measured by the frequency of wars and battle 
deaths, it lacks a sense of collective identity and does not yet constitute a 
security community. The actual outbreak of military conflict is rare, but 
military tensions still exist and, arguably, have increased since the mid- 
or late-1980s due to strengthening nationalisms. This is most clearly 
shown in the intensification of territorial disputes. 

Territory is a quintessential symbol of Westphalian sovereignty, 
upon which modern nationalism is founded. It serves as a nationalistic 
symbol as well as a focal point around which nationalist rhetoric and 
actions can congregate. Therefore, it is no surprise that, as nationalism 
rises, conflict over disputed territories also increases in both intensity 
and frequency. There are three disputes in question. The first is a dis-
pute between Japan and China over a group of islands known as the 
Senkakus by the Japanese or Diaoyudao by the Chinese. The Japanese 
government claims the islands by the right of discovery, arguing that 
they were terra nullius when it occupied them in the late 19th century 
and, therefore, they are not part of the territory that was to be returned 
at the conclusion of the San Francisco Peace Treaty in 1951. Japan de 
facto administers the islands today and does not admit the existence of 

www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2014/12/29/national/japan-s-korea-u-s-now-
sharing-intelligence-on-n-korea/#.VrFot_GDo44. Last accessed 20 January 2016.
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a dispute. For its part, China claims that Japan forcefully and illegally 
took over the islands when Japan expanded militarily in the late 19th 
century and, as such, the islands were included as part of the territory 
that was to be returned to China in 1945. China further argues that 
the Japanese government is illegally occupying the islands, which are 
sovereign Chinese territory.

The recent tensions over the islands began when the Japanese gov-
ernment officially purchased the islands from a Japanese private owner 
in 2012. The Chinese government vehemently protested against the 
action, and started sending fishing ships and coastal guard vessels into 
the disputed waters near the islands, and flying aircrafts over the dis-
puted area, in order to weaken Japan’s effective administration. Figure 
13.1 below shows the frequency of Chinese entrance into the waters 
surrounding the disputed islands. The number of airspace incursions by 
Chinese aircraft was about 20 in 2006, but steadily increased to 150 in 
2011, 300 in 2012 and more than 400 in 2015.8 On 13 December 2012, 
8. The numbers are compiled from various newspaper sources. See (1) http://www.

ainonline.com/aviation-news/defence/2014-03-19/japan-highlights-increased-
airspace-incursion-china and (2) http://www.reuters.com/article/us-japan-chi-
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Figure 13.1: Number of Chinese government and other vessels that entered the 
maritime and air space of the disputed Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands, 2008–2015
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China sent a State Oceanic Administration aircraft (Harbin Y-12) to fly 
over the territorial space of Uotsuri Island, one of the disputed islands, 
thereby creating a dangerous situation of contingency and escalation, 
especially after the Japanese government scrambled its fighter jets to 
drive it out. 

Another territorial dispute is between Japan and South Korea. Called 
Dokdo in Korean or Takeshima in Japanese, the dispute has also intensi-
fied as a consequence of increased nationalism. The South Korean gov-
ernment claims that the island has been a part of Korean territory since 
ancient times, that there is no dispute about Korea’s sovereignty over the 
island, and that it was forcefully and illegally taken away by Japan when 
Japan annexed Korea in the late 19th century. On the other hand, the 
Japanese government argues that the island was terra nullius and without 
any effective administration by Korea when it took over, and that since 
the 1950s Korea has illegally occupied the island over which Japan has 
sovereignty. South Korea has de facto control and administration of the 
island.

 While maritime and airspace incursions are not common between 
South Korea and Japan over the disputed area, both have intensified 
their sovereignty claims. In 2012, Lee Myung-bak became the first 
sitting president to visit Dokdo. South Korea has also started to offer 
domestic tours to the island that attract hundreds of thousands of 
visitors annually. On the other hand, the Abe administration in January 
2014 has passed the new ‘textbook screening guidelines’ that require 
all relevant textbooks to explain that Takeshima has been and remains 
illegally occupied by South Korea. This policy deviates sharply from 
Japan’s past practice of avoiding an explicit mention of Japan’s territorial 
claim in its history textbooks out of its consideration for neighbour-
ing countries (kinryn jyoko), even though it still officially maintains a 
legal claim to the island. It is reported that in 2015, 15 out of 18 middle 
school textbooks describe Takeshima as Japan’s territory from ancient 
times and 13 describe South Korea as illegally occupying the island, an 
increase from 9 and 4 textbooks in 2014, respectively.9

na-russia-idUSKBN0KT0KT20150121 and (3) http://www.mofa.go.jp/region/
asia-paci/senkaku/position_paper2_en.html. All accessed on 16 November 2016.

9. ‘Japanese middle school students learns “revisionist history”’ Hangyore 6 April 
2015 http://www.hani.co.kr/arti/international/japan/685694.html
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 The final dispute is between China and South Korea over a small 
rock called Suyanjiao in Chinese or Eardo in Korean (Socotra Rock). 
While the intensity of this dispute is nowhere near that of the previous 
two disputes, in recent years there have been some signs that it might 
become a thorny issue in the bilateral relationship. Initially, the dispute 
was mainly about maritime boundaries and jurisdiction. The South 
Korean government argues that the equidistance principle (based on 
the surface land mass) should apply to the maritime boundaries, in 
which case the rock falls within the Korean maritime area. The Chinese 
government, on the other hand, argues that the principle of natural 
prolongation based on continental shelf lines should apply. In that case, 
China would get roughly two-thirds of the maritime area between the 
east of China and the west of the Korean peninsula, and could also 
claim the rock itself.10 Both sides agreed in 2006 that the Socotra is 
not an island but a reef, and hence the issue is not about territory but 
rather about maritime boundary delimitation. In 2007, the website of 
a Chinese oceanic bureaucracy stated that the rock was Chinese terri-
tory; the statement was quickly deleted when it threatened to become a 
diplomatic issue. In 2012, Liu Cigui, then the director of China’s State 
Oceanic Administration, said that the Socotra falls within the Chinese 
maritime boundary and hence is subject to Chinese administration, 
including sea and air patrols.11

History once again matters here, at least as far as China and South 
Korea are concerned. China and South Korea see the territorial disputes 
with Japan as part of the ‘history problem,’ and argue that those islands 
were forcefully taken away from them by Japan during the latter’s impe-
rial expansion. As all three countries passionately believe that they have 
legitimate sovereignty over the disputed islands, it is unlikely that they 
could resolve the disputes in the foreseeable future. These territorial 
conflicts sustain the vicious cycle of antithetical national identities, and 
diminishes mutual trust. The territorial disputes will continue to be a 
potential threat to regional peace and security.

10. ‘Korea-China Dispute over Eardo Flames’ http://news.naver.com/main/read.nh
n?mode=LS2D&mid=sec&sid1=100&sid2=267&oid=001&aid=0002657269

11. State Oceanic Administration, ‘Restoration of Optical Cable in the Pacific Under 
Our Administration’ [我管辖海域中断的太平洋直达光缆修复] http://
www.soa.gov.cn/xw/dfdwdt/jsdw_157/201211/t20121109_12821.html
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So what does the intensification of territorial disputes between these 
three countries imply for our understanding of the East Asian Peace? 
Beneath the general trend of fewer wars and battle deaths lies a wor-
risome trend of increasing nationalism in key regional countries. It is 
even more concerning because their nationalisms are directed against 
one another. Unresolved historical issues that these countries consider 
to be an integral part of their national identities, feed into their nation-
alism, increase military tensions and mutual distrust between them, 
and threaten to escalate their territorial disputes to the level of actual 
military clashes. I argue that so long as nationalism remains intense and 
is defined in an antithetical manner, the East Asian Peace will remain 
rather fragile and shallow.

It should be noted that the emphasis on nationalism in this chapter 
is different from Melander’s discussion (in this volume) of honour 
ideology and masculine peace. Melander in this volume argues that 
the prevalence of honour ideology based on the patriarchal culture of 
masculinity enables history problems and power transition to generate 
excessive hostility. While I agree that national pride is at stake between 
Japan, South Korea and China, the root cause of this clash of national 
identities is the differing understanding of important historical events 
and a deep sense of injustice felt by China and South Korea. I argue that 
even in the absence of honour ideology and patriarchal culture in these 
countries, unresolved the historical issues would generate a similar kind 
of interstate dynamics. 

My argument also differs from Guthrey’s (in this volume) emphasis 
on domestic political reconciliation as a valuable precursor to interstate 
political reconciliation. Guthrey argues that the lack of domestic political 
reconciliation can threaten the East Asian Peace as it can have a negative 
spillover effect into interstate relations. I agree that political reconcilia-
tion is needed to further the East Asian Peace, but such reconciliation 
should take place not just at the domestic but also at the interstate level. 
This is particularly so for the better relations between Japan, China and 
South Korea, as the historical issues they dispute are international in 
nature.

What, then, can be done to deepen the regional peace and make it 
more durable? Can the factors that cause the East Asian Peace in the 
negative sense – such as the balance of power (Ross in this volume) and 
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deepening trade relations (Goldsmith in this volume) – help ameliorate 
these security tensions, mutual distrust, and intensifying territorial dis-
putes? To some extent, the answer is yes. These factors raise the costs of 
military conflict and act as constraints on aggressive behaviour. The bal-
ance of power makes it harder for any state to change the system through 
violent means, while close trade relations impose economic costs on the 
state that initiates conflict. Given that a lack of conflict (negative peace) 
is a necessary step toward the resolution of conflict and establishment 
of community (positive peace), the deterrence power of these factors 
remains important until we attain a more positive peace in the region.

However, the same factors are not sufficient to create a positive 
regional peace. What is required en route to a more positive East Asian 
peace is a shared sense of ‘we-feeling’ and a collective identity that is 
necessary and critical for constructing a security community. Without 
such, while we may not observe the outbreak of military conflict, ten-
sions will persist and territorial disputes will threaten regional peace and 
stability. Thus, more proactive measures must be taken in order to make 
the East Asian peace more deep and durable. Three concrete sugges-
tions follow from the above analysis.

First and most importantly, the three countries must work toward 
bridging the perceptual gap relating to the history of Japanese colonial-
ism. While the complete convergence of historical understanding is too 
idealistic a goal, it is possible to narrow the gap, once political will is 
formed. The effort to write a joint history textbook is encouraging and 
disappointing at once. It is encouraging because the regional countries 
have finally come to realize the importance of narrowing their diverging 
historical understanding. But it is disappointing, because they sidestep 
the most controversial and contested issues in their joint history text-
book. What should be done is that they delineate the areas of disagree-
ment, state why they disagree, and supply their best historical evidence 
to support their respective viewpoints. While disagreement would never 
disappear completely, the fact that all sides are willing to face squarely 
a painful past together would go a long way toward weakening their 
antithetical national identities. 

Secondly, rather than aiming big, the three countries can explore 
possibilities for cooperation in areas far removed from contentious and 
divisive issues. Such cooperation is already taking place. In 2009, for 
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example, the three countries commissioned a tripartite joint research 
project on environmental management in East Asia. But more is needed, 
and regional interstate cooperation in non-contentious issues is in the 
interests of all countries and can contribute to more positive evaluations 
of one another.

And lastly, an effort must be made to reduce biases toward one an-
other and improve mutual trust and sentiments. Any such effort has to 
be sustained over a long period of time. While there are some regional 
sociocultural interactions already in place, such as various student fo-
rums and visits by parliamentarians, they are irregular and short-term 
in nature, and therefore cannot generate much of a positive institutional 
legacy.

While the talk of regional community may sound utopian to some 
realists, the historical record offers many cases where erstwhile enemies 
have achieved rapprochement and became friends (Kupchan 2012). 
One need not look too far to find an example. In Southeast Asia, the 
overwhelmingly negative sentiments and suspicions Southeast Asian 
nations held of one another in the 1960s and 1970s slowly improved for 
the better, as regular contacts under the framework of the Association 
of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) led to a habit of consultation and 
cooperation in ‘low politics’. Regional cooperation expanded over time 
from initial cooperation in tourism, agriculture, and science and tech-
nology to trade, security, and national defence. Today there are more 
than 1,000 official ASEAN meetings per annum. They have agreed to 
construct a regional community based on three pillars (politics and 
security, economics, and sociocultural) and the ASEAN Charter now 
explicitly requires the member states to give priority to ASEAN in their 
foreign policies (ASEAN Charter Article 2(2)(m)). Further, ASEAN de-
cided to establish an Intergovernmental Commission on Human Rights 
(AICHR) in 2012, the first regional human rights mechanism in Asia 
and, as Ryu and Ortuoste (2014) argue, the creation of AICHR is part 
of ASEAN’s community-building process, in which the member states 
increasingly seek to converge and share socio-political values regarding 
domestic governance, rule of law and democracy. Some Southeast Asian 
nations – Malaysia, Indonesia and Singapore – have also resolved their 
bilateral territorial disputes through the International Court of Justice. 
The evolution of Southeast Asian regionalism offers a sanguine possibil-

Bjarnegaard-Kreutz_book.indd   256 12/04/2017   11:09



257

The Nationalist Threat to the East Asian Peace

ity that Japan, China and South Korea can break away from the vicious 
cycle of antithetical national identities and develop a more peaceful path 
toward the goal of constructing a regional community.

Conclusions
This chapter has examined the effect of nationalism on the East Asian 
Peace, arguing that the rise of controversial historical issues has resulted 
in antithetical national identities between Japan, China and South 
Korea and the consequential intensification of territorial disputes. The 
emergence of antithetical national identities hinders the development of 
a regional community and thus renders the East Asian Peace rather shal-
low. As a result, the possibility of conflict still lurks in the background, 
even though outright military conflict has become rare.

The chapter has also discussed how Southeast Asian nations have 
been able to transform their once antithetical national identities into 
more cooperative ones under the regional framework of ASEAN. It has 
suggested practical actions for the East Asian countries to weaken their 
antithetical national identities and improve mutual confidence and trust. 
All those actions, however, require a political will on the part of national 
leaders in all three countries, much like what existed in Southeast Asia in 
the early 1960s that led to the creation of ASEAN. Unfortunately, given 
the lack of political determination and imagination by national leaders 
of East Asian countries, coupled with the prevailing domestic political 
climate centred on narrow nationalism, it is hard to be too optimistic 
about the possibility of East Asia following the path of Southeast Asia. 
Hence in the foreseeable future, East Asia will remain peaceful, but the 
peace will be a shallow one.
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C H A P T E R  1 4

The Great Power Challenge 
to the East Asian Peace

Robert S. Ross

Since the end of the Cold War, East Asia has experienced fewer battle-
field deaths than Europe, Africa, the Middle East, South Asia and Central 
Asia. Along with the Western Hemisphere, it has been the most peaceful 
region in the world, free from war and free from even less violent forms 
of interstate conflict, including small-scale hostilities. Moreover, apart 
from US–North Korean tension over North Korea’s nuclear weapons 
programme, the region has been free from crises, arms races and height-
ened fears of hostilities.

Since 2010, however, as China has developed increasingly modern 
and capable maritime capabilities, East Asia has experienced a con-
tinuous rise in great power tension and regional instability, and thus 
prompting region-wide concern that hostilities and war might now be 
more likely. In the East China Sea and the South China Sea, conflicts 
between China and other claimants over disputed maritime territories 
and US–China naval friction have threatened to disrupt regional stabil-
ity. With the rise of Chinese maritime capabilities, an emerging power 
transition in maritime East Asia between rising China and status-quo 
United States has implications for regional security trends that are not 
encouraging for the long-term prospects of the East Asian Peace (e.g. 
Gilpin 1983; Levy 2008; Organski 1958).

This chapter will discuss the sources of the East Asian wars during 
the Cold War and address the characteristics of the post-Cold War stra-
tegic order that gave rise to the East Asian Peace. It argues that China’s 
ultimate satisfaction with the post-Cold War strategic order on the East 
Asian mainland enabled the emergence of the post-Cold War East Asian 

Bjarnegaard-Kreutz_book.indd   260 12/04/2017   11:09



261

The Great Power Challenge to the East Asian Peace

Peace. This chapter then analyzes the rise of China as a maritime power 
and the emerging US–China power transition that has contributed to 
the recent rise of regional tension. The conclusion will briefly consider 
the prospects for sustaining the East Asian Peace.

China, the Cold War and the wars in East Asia
During the Cold War, East Asia experienced more wars than any other 
region in the world, China was involved in more wars than nearly every 
country in the world (second only to the United States) and China was 
involved in every East Asian war.1 In 1949, following the Japanese occu-
pation of China and the Chinese Civil War, China’s vulnerable borders 
led to challenges to its security around its entire periphery. The multiple 
East Asian wars over the ensuing 40 years, each of which occurred on 
China’s territorial periphery, reflected China’s determination to secure 
its borders.

In June 1950, China refrained from diplomatic support for Kim Il-
Sung’s invasion of South Korea and from direct Chinese involvement 
in the war as long as it remained a north–south civil war. But once US 
forces entered the war, China prepared for war, including moving units 
to the Sino–Korean border to deter the United States from unifying 
the Korean Peninsula. When US forces then crossed the 38th parallel 
and approached the Chinese border, Chinese troops entered the war en 
masse and engaged in three years of war with US forces (e.g. Chen 1994; 
Christensen 1992; Goncharov, Lewis & Xue 1993).

China’s many wars in Indochina similarly represented Beijing’s ef-
forts to coerce the great -powers and their allies to remove their strategic 
presence from Chinese borders. When de Gaulle’s France returned to 
Indochina following World War II, it became China’s primary border 
security concern. Within months after the defeat of the forces of the 
Republic of China and the declaration of the establishment of the 
People’s Republic of China on 1 October 1949, China intervened in 
the Vietnam War against France, sending aid and personnel to support 
the anti-French Vietnamese Workers’ Party insurgency (Zhai 2000). 

1. China was not involved in the 1962–1966 conflict involving Indonesia, Britain and 
Malaysia over the establishment of Malaysia, but in any case the number of casual-
ties in this conflict did not reach the 1,000 battle-deaths threshold traditionally 
used to classify an interstate war.
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Chinese logistics and military advisors played an essential role in defeat-
ing the French forces at Dien Bien Phu in May 1954.

After the 1954 Geneva Accords, China offered minimal support 
for North Vietnam’s objective of Vietnamese unification. Through 
the early 1960s it counselled Hanoi against the use of force against 
the South Vietnamese government, despite Saigon’s repression of 
South Vietnamese communists. The Vietnamese communists defied 
the advice, however, and from 1959 organized a sustained insurgency 
in South Vietnam, with provisions being sent in through Laos and 
Cambodia. When the United States reacted by establishing a significant 
and increasing military presence in Indochina beginning in late 1962, 
China offered diplomatic encouragement to North Vietnamese military 
objectives and soon provided extensive military aid to Vietnam and sent 
troops to North Vietnam to participate in the war.

The 1954 and 1958 Taiwan Strait crises similarly reflected Chinese 
concern for its territorial security. Chinese use of force against Taiwan-
held islands in the Taiwan Strait in the 1950s not only reflected its politi-
cal objective of unification but also its security objective of compelling 
the United States to reconsider its security commitment to Taiwan and 
to remove its military presence from the Chinese coastal waters. During 
the 1954 and 1958 Taiwan Strait crises, there were extensive Taiwan 
casualties (Gong 2001; Niu & Shen 2004).

China had fought the United States to a stalemate in North Korea, 
it cooperated with North Vietnam to compel France and then the 
United States to withdraw from Indochina, and it compelled US cau-
tion on the Taiwan issue in the 1960s (Goldstein 2015; Tucker 1994). 
But the Soviet Union then emerged as a new threat on China’s strategic 
perimeter. Following China’s 1958–60 Great Leap Forward and its sub-
sequent development of an independent security policy that included 
resistance to Soviet leadership of the communist bloc, Moscow aimed 
to coerce China to return to its fold and to accept Soviet leadership 
over Chinese security policy. In the mid-1960s, Moscow began a major 
defence build-up on the Chinese border and, by the mid-1970s, it had 
deployed a full array of modern military equipment against China in the 
Soviet Far East, thus threatening China with war (Gelman 1982, 1986; 
Langer 1982). Moreover, the Soviet Union cooperated with India’s ef-
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forts to promote an Indian strategic presence on the Chinese border and 
it competed with China for influence in North Korea (Garver 2001).

The 1969 Sino–Soviet border war reflected Chinese determination 
to resist Soviet coercion and compel the Soviet Union to end its threat 
to Chinese border security. Following the Soviet military occupation of 
Czechoslovakia in 1968 and its subsequent declaration of the Brezhnev 
Doctrine, China initiated use of force against the Soviet Union’s forces 
on Zhenbao Island on the Ussuri River to signal that China was resolute 
in its intention to resist Soviet use of force on Chinese territory (Kuisong 
2000; Lewis & Xue 2006).

The Soviet Union’s challenges to Chinese territorial security also 
spread to Indochina. In 1965, Moscow began to compete with Beijing 
for influence in Hanoi. Then, after the United States withdrew its forces 
from Vietnam following the 1973 Paris Peace Accords, and after North 
Vietnam had defeated South Vietnam and the Khmer Rouge had de-
feated the pro-US Lon Nol government in Cambodia in 1975, Vietnam 
increasingly tilted toward the Soviet Union in the Sino–Soviet conflict. 
In November 1978, the Soviet Union and Vietnam signed a defence 
treaty and, one month later, Vietnamese forces invaded Cambodia and 
ousted China’s strategic partner, the Khmer Rouge, establishing Soviet 
influence in all three Indochinese countries: Vietnam, Cambodia and 
Laos. The Soviet Union thus followed France and the United States 
in establishing a strategic presence on China’s southern borders. 
China responded in 1979 by initiating a three-week Sino–Vietnamese 
border war. Through 1989 China deployed multiple divisions on the 
Sino-Vietnamese border and both the Chinese and Vietnamese armies 
incurred significant casualties. China aimed to deter expanded Soviet–
Vietnamese cooperation on China’s southern borders in mainland 
Southeast Asia (Ross 1988; Zhang 2015).

China’s 1962 war with India similarly reflected Chinese concern 
for its border security. Despite clear and frequent Chinese warnings, 
India did not withdraw its military forces from the Chinese side of the 
established line of control along the disputed border between China 
and northeast India. China responded with a decisive attack on Indian 
forces, thus re-establishing the status-quo ante and stabilizing Chinese 
border security.
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Sources of the East Asian Peace
The Cold War militarization of East Asia reflected Chinese readiness 
to use force to establish border security. The subsequent East Asian 
Peace reflected Chinese success at ousting great power presence from its 
borders and at establishing border security.

Chinese intervention in the Vietnam wars contributed to the defeat 
of France in 1954, of the United States in 1975, and of the Soviet–
Vietnamese alliance and Vietnam’s occupation of Cambodia in 1989. 
The US defeat in Vietnam also contributed to Bangkok’s 1975 decision 
to oust US bases from Thailand and to develop cooperative security ties 
with China. Thus, by 1989, with the end of the Soviet Union’s commit-
ment to support Vietnam’s occupation of Cambodia and with reduced 
Soviet military and economic assistance to Vietnam, China emerged as 
the only great power with influence in Indochina, thus establishing for 
the first time since the colonial era in East Asia a sphere of influence and 
border security on its southern periphery.

China’s successful intervention against the United States in the 
Vietnam War also contributed to improved Chinese security in the 
Taiwan Strait. The US defeat in Vietnam contributed to America’s global 
retrenchment in the 1970s and to the necessity for the United States to 
compromise gradually on Taiwan and end its strategic presence on the 
island, so as to reduce both the US–China conflict and the US defence 
burden in East Asia. The US compromises on Taiwan embodied in the 
Shanghai and normalization communiques, including the US commit-
ment to withdraw its military from Taiwan, were the prerequisites for 
US–China rapprochement and the normalization of US–China rela-
tions (e.g. Gong 1994; Ross 1995).

China’s Cold War with the Soviet Union contributed to the collapse 
of Soviet power in East Asia. NATO forces created a military front 
against the Soviet Union in Europe; the Sino–Soviet conflict created 
the Soviet Union’s ‘second front’ in East Asia, requiring Moscow to de-
ploy 45 divisions along the Sino–Soviet border and advanced aircraft 
and missiles in the Soviet Far East in the 1970s and 1980s (Naughton 
1988; Gelman 1982, 1986; Langer 1982). The corresponding expense 
of maintaining the Soviet Union’s Eurasian empire contributed to the 
collapse of Soviet power in 1989 and the establishment of a secure 
Chinese northeast border with Russia. Since 1989, China has consoli-
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dated its border security on the Sino–Russian border, as Chinese eco-
nomic development has been accompanied by enduring Russian failure 
to carry out economic reforms and Chinese military modernization 
has been accompanied by Russian military decline in the Russian Far 
East and Northeast Asia. Russian security in its Far East now depends 
on Chinese cooperation.

The collapse of the Soviet Union also contributed to Chinese secu-
rity along its northern and western borders. Russia can no longer resist 
Chinese influence in North Korea; China now dominates its border with 
North Korea. The collapse of the Soviet Union also led to unchallenged 
Chinese strategic pre-eminence along the Sino–Mongolian border 
and on China’s Central Asian borders with Kazakhstan, Kirgizstan and 
Tajikistan. Since 1989, increasing China’s military and economic advan-
tages vis-à-vis Russia have strengthened Chinese dominance along the 
entire length of the Sino–Russian border.

China also enjoys unchallenged security along the Sino–Indian bor-
der. Since the end of the Cold War, the economic gap between China 
and India has significantly expanded. The ‘rise of India’ has failed to 
meet expectations (Economist 2015).2 Similarly, in contrast to the sig-
nificant modernization of the Chinese military, there has been minimal 
indigenous modernization of the Indian armed forces, including its 
naval capabilities; trends in Chinese and Indian military modernization 
have favoured China. These developments in the Indian and Chinese 
economic and military trajectories have contributed to declining relative 
Indian capabilities vis-à-vis China. Moreover, the Himalaya Mountains 
present an imposing geopolitical impediment to major Sino–Indian 
hostilities, thus mitigating against a significant Indian military threat to 
Chinese territorial security.

By 1989, forty years after the establishment of the PRC, Beijing had 
established a new East Asian security order. Soviet power had retreated 
to its European interior, the United States had retrenched to maritime 
East Asia, and no other power had the ability to challenge Chinese power 
along its mainland borders. Thus, China emerged as the unrivalled domi-

2. Note that recent trends suggest that the Indian economic growth rate is approach-
ing the Chinese, after China’s growth has slowed down. But one per cent growth in 
China is tenfold more than one per cent growth in India in absolute terms, given 
the enormous difference in the total national income.
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nant power in the geopolitics of continental East Asia. China was more 
secure than at any time since the beginning of the Opium War in 1839.

China’s Cold War victories established the underlying strategic 
foundation for the post-Cold War East Asian Peace. Mao Zedong 
contributed his distinct revolutionary ideology to China’s post-1949 
diplomacy, but the great power challenges along China’s borders created 
the strategic conditions for East Asia’s Cold War violence. Once China 
had secured its borders, it no longer faced the strategic imperative to 
use force to establish border security. China’s leaders could thus devote 
scarce Chinese resources to economic development, rather than to great 
power competition and war fighting. Whereas Chinese insistence on 
obtaining border security contributed to East Asia’s wars from 1945 to 
1989 (see also Kreutz in this volume), China’s ultimate satisfaction with 
the post-Cold War strategic order on the East Asian mainland enabled 
the emergence of the post-Cold War East Asian Peace.

But the East Asian Peace has entailed more than just Chinese border 
security. It has also reflected the distinct characteristics of the East Asian 
theatre. Once the United States lost the war in Vietnam, it retrenched to 
maritime East Asia, satisfied that it could secure its interest in the regional 
balance of power with cooperation from the maritime states. Thus, the 
great powers’ spheres of influence emerged in distinct theatres – China’s 
sphere on mainland East Asia and the US sphere in maritime East Asia. 
The presence of water between these two theatres has provided a natural 
strategic buffer, a large ‘moat’, that has enhanced the security of each great 
power. Because until recently China has not possessed power-projection 
naval capabilities, it could not challenge the US Navy or the security of 
US strategic partners in maritime East Asia. Similarly, because the United 
States has not possessed a land army that can wage war on mainland 
East Asia, it has not challenged Chinese border security or its mainland 
spheres of influence. This geopolitical order has contributed to regional 
stability and explains the absence of great power tension. Moreover, 
each side’s confidence in its respective security has allowed both sides to 
maximize bilateral cooperative relations (Ross 1999a).

The Rise of China and the challenge to the East Asian Peace
Since the end of the Cold War, the East Asian Peace has reflected China’s 
satisfaction with its continental territorial security and the characteris-
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tics of the regional strategic order. But East Asian stability also reflected 
the full extent of Chinese military capabilities. China’s ground force 
capability had won the wars in East Asia and established secure Chinese 
continental borders. But the Chinese military continued to lack the abil-
ity to reach across the seas to further advance Chinese security.

During the two decades following the end of the Cold War, despite 
unchallenged territorial security along its entire interior, China was 
not necessarily satisfied with the East Asian strategic order. Its military 
could not secure its coastal waters and it faced an East Asian maritime 
environment dominated by the US Navy, which enjoyed unchallenged 
access to its naval facilities along China’s entire maritime perimeter in 
South Korea, Japan, the Philippines, Singapore and Malaysia. Moreover, 
Chinese strategic maritime vulnerability has assumed greater impor-
tance since the late 1990s, as China emerged as a global trading power 
and as the United States deployed its most advanced naval and air force 
platforms to China’s maritime perimeter (Kan 2014).

In this strategic context, since the early 1990s China has devoted an 
increasing share of its expanding defence budget to the modernization 
of its navy. By 2010, after thirty years of economic and technological 
development and twenty years of naval modernization, the Chinese 
Navy had begun to deploy new capabilities that allowed China to assert 
with determination its maritime security interests. For the first time, 
China was able to reach across the East Asian Seas, across the East Asian 
moat, to enhance its security, but in so doing it challenged US maritime 
security and the security of US allies, and thereby contributed to height-
ened great power tension, similar to the great power tension of previous 
power transitions in Europe and Asia.

China continues to expand rapidly its modern naval fleet. It is replac-
ing its older naval platforms, including submarines, destroyers, attack 
ships and amphibious ships, with numerous contemporary platforms 
that possess greater firepower and sea-worthiness than their predeces-
sors. Equally important, China is developing an indigenous ability to 
manufacture advanced submarines, aircraft and surface ships (Erickson 
2014; Erickson, Lu, Bryan & Septembre 2014). These efforts extend to 
aircraft carriers that, when fully developed with support ships and ad-
vanced aircraft, will contribute to a global PLA Navy power projection 
and expeditionary capability (Ross 2009, 2017). The PLA Navy is also 
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developing reconnaissance and targeting capabilities that will enhance 
the firepower of its more modern platforms (Gormley, Erickson & Yuan 
2014). Together, these next-generation platforms and weapon systems 
have demonstrated that all modern navies, including the US Navy oper-
ating in the West Pacific and East China Sea and in the South China Sea, 
must revisit their balance of power calculations.

Chinese military advances have been most significant for the US–
China balance of forces in the Taiwan theatre. In 1995 the United States 
could send an aircraft carrier through the Taiwan Strait with no concern 
for its safety; China could not even detect the presence of a carrier (Ross 
1999b). But by 2015, the advances in Chinese coastal weaponry and sur-
veillance capabilities had made such an exercise highly risky. Whereas 
Taiwan was once considered an ‘unsinkable aircraft carrier’, by the 2000s 
Taiwan’s proximity to Chinese coastal warfare capabilities had made it 
useless as a US base for power projection capabilities. Moreover, China’s 
coastal capabilities have significantly raised the cost to the United States 
of war with China over Taiwan. For Taiwan, China’s medium-range 
ballistic missiles and advanced aircraft have undermined US ability to 
defend Taiwan from the cost of war, regardless of the outcome of such 
a war, thus weakening Taiwan’s resolve to challenge Chinese determina-
tion to oppose Taiwan independence (Heginbotham 2015; Ross 2006).

Beyond the Taiwan Strait, the modernization of the Chinese Navy 
and improved education and training of its officers have enabled China 
to conduct increasingly sophisticated exercises and to spend more time 
navigating its ‘near seas’ (Kamphausen, Scobell & Tanner 2008). The 
greater presence of Chinese fishing fleets, maritime surveillance vessels 
and war ships in the coastal waters of US allies has heightened regional 
security concerns. And the Chinese Navy’s greater ability to defend its 
sovereignty interests has created new sources of friction between China 
and US allies and between the US and Chinese navies.

The Chinese Navy is far from developing parity with the US Navy. 
United States aircraft, aircraft carriers, destroyers, submarines and 
anti-submarine warfare capabilities are all superior to advanced Chinese 
capabilities in both quantity and quality in the East Asian seas (Chase et 
al. 2015; Murray 2014). The United States is also developing next-gen-
eration military technologies, including ship-based anti-ship missiles, 
directed energy weapons, rail guns and ship-based drones. US Navy 
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and Air Force communication and electronic warfare capabilities are 
also superior to their Chinese counterparts and contribute to both the 
offensive capabilities of US forces in East Asia and the US Navy’s ability 
to defend against Chinese offensive systems (Greenert 2014). Equally 
important, the Chinese Navy has yet to carry out the advanced train-
ing and develop the leadership necessary for advanced war-time naval 
operations. The experience of China’s anti-piracy operations in the Gulf 
of Aden reveals that, despite important improvements in its operational 
sophistication, the PLA Navy suffers from protracted logistical weak-
nesses and significant constraints on its ship commanders’ operational 
autonomy (Erickson & Strange 2013).

Nevertheless, the rise of the Chinese navy is gradually restoring 
‘normalcy’ to great power relations. US post-Cold War global naval 
supremacy was destined to erode, and the rise of China has been the 
critical force in this emerging equilibrium in the great power balance. 
The United States has retained absolute naval superiority over much of 
the world, but in East Asia, the central great power theatre in twenty-
first century international politics, the rise of China has contributed to 
the determined erosion of US global maritime presence (Ross 2017).

The emerging US–China naval balance increasingly resembles the 
nineteenth century balance among European naval powers. Throughout 
the nineteenth century, the British Empire enjoyed undisputed global 
maritime superiority. All of its potential adversaries understood that 
they would lose a naval war with Britain. The Royal Navy’s ‘two-power 
standard’ assured Britain of victory against even a coalition of naval pow-
ers. Nonetheless, British leaders did not believe that a war with France, 
for example, would be easy or cost free. Similarly, the United States will 
retain its superiority over the Chinese Navy for perhaps the next two 
decades. But great power war has always been costly and dangerous, 
and China’s emerging naval capabilities and its challenge to US naval 
hegemony are restoring the historical norm of competitive relations 
among maritime powers.

The rise of China and the US response: great power  
transition in East Asia

The US–China power transition is far from the power nexus when in-
ternational relations theorists predict great power war (e.g., Gilpin 1983; 
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Mearsheimer 2006; Organski 1958). But incremental change in the bal-
ance of power among the great powers has consequences for international 
politics. China has not closed the gap in the US–China balance, but it 
has narrowed the gap (Heginbotham 2015). This is an important source 
of heightened regional instability, which has contributed to expanding 
Chinese efforts to enhance its security and defend its sovereignty claims, 
which in turn has prompted US efforts to maintain the strategic status 
quo and, thus, resist China’s increased regional activism.

The rise of China and Chinese strategic activism
For thirty years after the Maoist era, China pursued ‘peaceful rise’ and 
Deng Xiaoping’s taoguang yanghui (hide one’s capacity and bide one’s 
time) diplomacy. Its foremost priority was economic development. It 
thus sought maximum regional stability so that it could avoid costly 
international conflicts and could allocate its resources to civilian and de-
fence modernization. China thus tolerated challenges to its sovereignty 
claims from maritime neighbours, as well as US naval presence in its 
coastal waters. But, as expected from the dynamics of power transitions, 
China’s improved maritime capabilities relative to both its neighbours 
and the United States has contributed to Chinese re-evaluation of its 
security interests and to a less restrained foreign policy.

In the East China Sea, China reacted strongly to the 2010 Japanese 
arrest of a Chinese fishing boat captain who rammed his boat into a 
Japanese Coast Guard ship within disputed waters near the Diaoyu/
Senkaku Islands. China’s reaction signalled to Japanese leaders the 
sensitivity of this issue for China and for Sino–Japanese relations. Thus, 
Japan’s 2012 ‘nationalization’ of the islands elicited a strong Chinese 
challenge to Japanese sovereignty claims. Beginning in late 2012, China 
began regular coast guard patrols within the islands’ territorial sea and 
naval patrols in the islands’ contiguous zone (Ryu in this volume; Fravel 
& Johnston 2014).

In 2012, after the Philippines sent a naval vessel to detain Chinese 
fishermen operating within the lagoon of the disputed Scarborough 
Shoal in the South China Sea, China retaliated by sending its coast guard 
to the shoal, preventing the Philippines’ ship from leaving the lagoon. 
Since the end of the standoff in late 2012, China has cordoned off the 
entrance to the lagoon, blocking all fishing within the shoal, and its coast 
guard vessels have patrolled the waters around the shoal.
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China’s maritime forces have also retaliated against Vietnamese 
challenges to Chinese maritime claims. In 2008 Vietnam, along with the 
Philippines, refused to extend a 2005 agreement for China–Vietnam–
Philippines oil exploration in disputed waters. In 2009, Vietnam and 
Malaysia challenged China’s claims in the South China Sea by submit-
ting their own claims to waters in the central part of the South China 
Sea, more than 200 nautical miles from their territorial borders, based 
on an extended continental shelf. Vietnam also passed a new maritime 
law in June 2012, strengthening its claims to waters also claimed by 
China. In 2011 and 2012 China retaliated against Vietnamese chal-
lenges to Chinese maritime claims. Its ships cut the cables of Vietnamese 
seismic survey ships operating in disputed waters and China increased 
its naval presence around the contested Paracel Islands (Fravel 2011; 
Perlez 2012; Wong 2012). In early 2013, two Chinese patrol boats fired 
flares at a Vietnamese boat fishing in disputed waters, causing a fire that 
destroyed the boat’s cabin (Vietnam 2013; Wu 2013). In May 2014, 
after Sino–Vietnamese negotiations on joint oil exploration in disputed 
waters ended without success, China deployed the Haiyang deep sea oil 
rig to disputed waters (China Daily 2014; Xinhua News Agency 2014). 
This was the first time China had explored for oil on a disputed part of the 
seabed since 1994, despite the exploration activities of other claimants. 
Chinese deployment of the Haiyang oil rig contributed to region-wide 
concern about Chinese intentions, to large-scale anti-China demonstra-
tions in Vietnam, and to a tense confrontation between Chinese civilian 
and naval ships and Vietnamese government ships in disputed waters.

China’s expanded maritime abilities have also contributed to US–
China maritime tension. The US Navy had long conducted unimpeded 
surveillance and intelligence operations close to the Chinese coast. 
China tolerated US activities because it lacked the air and maritime 
capabilities ability to challenge US operations. But with the moderniza-
tion of the Chinese Navy and Air Force, China has increasingly chal-
lenged US military operations in sensitive waters near China’s coastal 
defence installations. In early 2009, Chinese ships sailed close to the 
USS Impeccable, which was carrying out surveillance activities 125 nau-
tical miles from the Chinese coast. Since then, China has increased the 
frequency of its surveillance of US air and naval surveillance operations 
in the South China Sea.
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For many years, China’s neighbours in Northeast Asia, including 
Russia, South Korea and Japan, had enforced air defence identification 
zones (ADIZ) in Northeast Asian waters. Until recently, however, China 
lacked the capability to establish and enforce an ADIZ anywhere around 
its maritime perimeter. China’s November 2013 declaration of its own 
East China Sea ADIZ reflected both Chinese interest in securing the 
airspace over its coastal waters and the recent advances of its air force. 
Throughout East Asia and in the United States there was considerable 
concern that China’s ADIZ declaration reflected growing Chinese stra-
tegic ambitions that would destabilize East Asia security.

China’s controversial reclamation activities in the South China Sea 
similarly reflected China’s improved maritime capabilities and a cor-
respondingly greater effort to enhance Chinese maritime security and 
defend its sovereignty claims. Reclamation of Chinese-occupied reefs 
and islands in the South China Sea supports expanded China’s air and 
naval presence in the southern reaches of the South China Sea and a 
greater ability to carry out surveillance of US naval activities, similar to 
the contribution of US naval facilities in Singapore, Malaysia and the 
Philippines to the presence of the US Navy in the South China Sea. 
China’s land reclamation also enables more effective Chinese Coast 
Guard patrols of other countries’ activities in Chinese-claimed waters.

US resistance to China’s strategic activism
The United States understands recent Chinese activism as a chal-
lenge to both US naval security in East Asia and to the stability of US 
regional alliances. But as much as China’s effort to improve its security 
has contributed to regional instability, the U.S. response has similarly 
contributed to regional instability.

Regarding the region’s sovereignty disputes, the United States has 
made strong statements in support of its allies’ resistance to Chinese 
defence of their sovereignty claims. In 2010 the United States changed 
its policy toward the maritime disputes in the South China Sea. Prior 
administrations had merely asserted a US interest in freedom of 
navigation and peaceful resolution of the disputes. But in July 2010 in 
Hanoi, US Secretary of State Hillary Clinton called for ‘collaborative’ 
and ‘multilateral’ negotiations among the claimants, thus supporting 
the ASEAN position that there should be multilateral negotiations to 
resolve the maritime disputes, in contrast to China’s preference for bilat-
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eral negotiations (Clinton 2010; Landler 2010). Clinton repeated this 
call four months later in Manila and again in November 2011, where she 
spoke from the deck of an Arleigh Burke-class guided-missile destroyer 
in Manila Bay. She also said that, ‘in the spirit’ of the famous Philippine 
boxer Manny Pacquiao, ‘let me say, the United States will always be in 
the corner of the Philippines and we will stand and fight with you’ (US 
Department of State 2011). In 2012 she stated that Chinese territorial 
claims exceeded the limits allowed by the law of the sea (Associated Press 
2012). During President Barack Obama’s visit to Manila in April 2014, 
the United States and the Philippines signed the  Enhanced Defence 
Cooperation Agreement, which allows US forces to have regular access 
to the Philippines’ military facilities (Garamone 2014).

Regarding the Sino–Japanese territorial dispute, the United States 
has been even clearer in its promise to stand by a security ally. Following 
the Japanese government’s purchase of the Diaoyu/Senkaku islands in 
September 2012 and after Chinese Coast Guard ships increased the 
frequency of their patrols within the territorial sea of the islands (see also 
Ryu’s chapter in this volume), the US Air Force began flights of Airborne 
Warning and Control System (AWACS) aircraft over the disputed 
islands to provide support to the Japanese Air Force. In January 2013, 
US AWACS aircraft approached the Sino–Japanese maritime median 
line, leading the Chinese Air Force to scramble two aircraft, which then 
approached and tailed the US AWACS aircraft. Secretary Clinton then 
reassured Japanese Foreign Minister Kishida that the US–Japan Mutual 
Defence Treaty extends to the islands and that the United States opposes 
Chinese actions that ‘undermine Japanese administration’ of the islands 
(Asahi Shimbun 2013; US Department of State 2013). In April 2014, as 
part of his visit to Japan, President Obama reaffirmed three times that the 
US–Japan alliance covers defence of Japanese-administered territories, 
including the Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands (Glaser and Vitello 2014).

After China declared its Northeast Asian ADIZ, Washington singled 
out China for creating regional instability and making extreme territorial 
claims. A senior administration official warned China that declaration of 
an ADIZ in the South China Sea could lead to changes in the US ‘presence 
and military posture’ throughout East Asia (Dyer 2014; Russel 2014).

As Chinese reclamation projects expanded and accelerated through 
2015, the United States frequently criticized China’s ‘coercive’ policies 
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in disputed waters (Russel 2014; US Department of Defence 2015). In 
April 2015 the United States more than doubled the number of troops 
participating in the US–Philippine annual naval exercise (Robson 
2015). In January 2106 Adm. Harry Harris, head of the US Pacific 
Command, declared that the islands do not belong to China” and that 
China’s “provocative land reclamation activities were increasing the 
tensions in the region.” (Cavas 2016). Multiple US naval operations 
in close proximity to the reclaimed islands, as well to natural islands 
claimed by China, have challenged the security of Chinese installations 
and Chinese sovereignty claims.

Conclusion: the rise of China and the prospects  
for the East Asian Peace

The fundamental underlying challenge to the East Asian Peace is the 
rise of China and the consequences for US–China relations. After the 
establishment of the People’s Republic in 1949, because the regional se-
curity order on the East Asian mainland did not reflect Chinese ground 
force capabilities, instability and war characterized the East Asian order. 
Such was the case from 1949 to 1989, when China’s powerful army 
resisted great power presence on China’s borders. For the following 
twenty years, in the aftermath of the Cold War, the East Asian order ac-
curately reflected the great power distribution of capabilities. China had 
achieved mainland border security but it lacked the maritime capabili-
ties to resist the US–dominated maritime order and the challenges to 
Chinese maritime security.

The recent instability in East Asia reflects the determined emergence 
of advanced Chinese maritime capabilities and China’s corresponding 
effort to reshape the regional maritime order better to serve Chinese 
security. With its improved coast guard and naval capabilities, China 
has challenged the US Navy’s ability to dominate the East Asian seas 
and it has sought greater respect for its maritime claims. In so doing, it 
has inevitably heightened the security concerns of the smaller regional 
states and challenged US maritime security, contributing to regional 
tension.

But the recent East Asian instability also reflects the response of 
the United States, the region’s maritime status-quo power, to China’s 
demand for a revised regional order. To bolster its alliance relationships 
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and restrain Chinese coercion, the United States has resisted strategic 
accommodation of enhanced Chinese maritime capabilities and Chinese 
maritime security concerns. It has expressly challenged China’s maritime 
claims in the South China Sea and provided unambiguous alliance sup-
port for Japanese defence of its sovereignty claims in the East China Sea. 
The United States has also resisted China’s expansion of its naval pres-
ence in East Asia and the challenge to US maritime hegemony.

The emergence of East Asian instability is the expected result of the 
ongoing US–China power transition. China has not closed the gap in 
the US–China balance of power, but its improved relative capabilities 
have enabled it to pursue greater maritime security and to defend its 
sovereignty claims and maritime claims against US allies, thereby chal-
lenging the regional security order and US security. The combination of 
China’s quest for maritime security and US resistance to a corresponding 
decline in its own security has caused heightened great power conflict 
and regional instability.

China is determined to enhance its naval capabilities and maritime 
security (People’s Republic of China 2015) and, should recent trends 
in the US–China balance of power continue, the competitive aspects 
of US–China security relations will increase and managing the relation-
ship will become more difficult. As China’s relative maritime capabili-
ties grow, its willingness to accommodate the post-Cold War regional 
security order will diminish and its challenge to US security will thus 
increase. The United States will probably respond with greater resist-
ance to China’s challenge to the status quo in the regional security order 
and US–China conflict and broader regional instability will increase.

Nonetheless, the East Asian power transition and heightened great 
power conflict and regional instability will not inevitably lead to war. 
Deterministic monocausal theories of international politics fail to cap-
ture the complexity of decision making and the causes of great power 
war. Diplomacy, leadership and domestic politics all contribute to con-
flict escalation and decisions to use force. The evolving US–China rela-
tionship is not destined for war. Chinese strategic patience and restraint 
would allow for political change to promote a revised strategic order and 
constrain the pressures for war. For its part, a US strategic adjustment 
to China’s rise can contribute to peaceful change that also reflects US 
maritime security interests. In the context of an ongoing regional power 
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transition, sustaining the East Asian Peace will not be easy, but it is not 
an insurmountable challenge.
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C H A P T E R  1 5

The East Asian Peace  
– Will It Last?

Elin Bjarnegård, Kristine Eck, Holly Guthrey, 
Joakim Kreutz, Erik Melander, Isak Svensson 

and Stein Tønnesson

The empirical pattern underpinning this volume is that East Asia went 
from being one of the world’s regions worst affected by armed conflict 
in 1946–79 to one of the regions with the least armed conflicts since 
1980. The editors asked each contributor to explore possible explana-
tions for this pattern, as well as characterize the type of ‘peace’ that has 
formed in contemporary East Asia. While the ambition never has been 
to reach a consensus view on either of these issues, this concluding 
chapter returns to the questions that were raised in the introduction to 
sum up and identify paths forward: What is peace and how can it be 
studied? How can we characterize the East Asian Peace? What limits 
and conditions are associated with this peace? Can insights from East 
Asia explain overall regional trends of political violence? Does the way 
in which peace comes about affect the quality of that peace? Is the East 
Asian Peace under threat? If so, then why is this and where is the threat 
coming from?

What is peace and how can it be studied?
Peace means different things to different people, including peace re-
searchers. While the relative absence of armed conflict and battle deaths 
constitutes a necessary condition for peace by most definitions, not 
everyone considers these conditions sufficient. Repression and physi-
cal violence can take place in many forms, causing a society at peace to 
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be understood as anything but peaceful by many of its citizens. Some 
people are more vulnerable than others to indirect forms of violence, 
sometimes called structural violence.

We do not aim to close the discussion about the appropriate defi-
nition of peace, as definitions should vary according to the questions 
asked, but we can point to where the main agreements and disagree-
ments lie. First, considering that a relative absence of armed conflict and 
battle deaths is a necessary condition for peace, we can point to a strong 
agreement in the assessment that East Asia prior to 1979 was not peace-
ful. Likewise, there is consensus around the fact that the reduction of 
battle deaths after 1979 is an incredible achievement worthy of appraisal 
and investigation. A relevant question for debate, however, is whether 
East Asia in the subsequent period merits being referred to as peaceful 
and, by extension, whether what we are explaining is really peace … or 
something else. Scholars of peace often delineate their research areas 
by attaching one or another adjective to the concept of peace: negative 
peace, shallow peace, cold peace or unstable peace. Below, we will briefly 
revisit some of the terms for peace used by the authors of this volume 
and how these distinctions enhance our common understanding of 
peace.

While our debates have not led us to agree on a definition of peace, 
they have contributed to a realization that, while there is ample reason 
to study why and how armed conflict ends, there is also much reason 
to pay attention to questions that go beyond a reduction of battle 
deaths. The reduction of battle deaths in East Asia is remarkable, but 
this achievement alone does not necessarily bring about a peaceful 
society, much less a durable, high-quality peace. The concept of positive 
peace is widely used despite competing views as to whether this is an 
accurate and fruitful conceptualization. Some argue that negative peace 
is the minimum requirement for any condition that can meaningfully 
be described as peaceful, whereas the concept of positive peace could 
be replaced by the consolidation, strengthening and deepening of this 
peace. The labels ‘positive’ and ‘negative’ signal qualitative differences, 
whereas ‘a deep peace’ rather signifies the deepening and development 
of a process that is already under way.

So how can such a disputed concept as peace be studied empirically? 
As the chapters in this volume demonstrate, peace can be studied in 
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many ways, at many levels and with different methods. As always, it is 
however necessary that key concepts are clearly defined beforehand in 
order to facilitate mutual understanding and precision. Our focus on one 
region – East Asia – and on certain necessary conditions for peace – the 
decline of battle deaths – has facilitated fruitful exchanges of ideas and 
coherent debates. By also studying peace from wider perspectives, tak-
ing into consideration forms of violence other than just armed conflict, 
the contributions to this volume have added insights about the quality 
or durability of the relative peace prevailing in East Asia.

How can we characterize the East Asian Peace?
The debate within this book demonstrates that the East Asian Peace is 
a multifaceted phenomenon. Despite all the talk about an East Asian 
Peace, the region has not even fully achieved a so-called ‘negative peace’ 
as international disputes, civil conflicts and political and interpersonal 
violence still are present. Perhaps defining peace as the absence of all 
kinds of violence is too high a standard to become empirically meaning-
ful, since no region of the world has achieved a total absence of violence. 
At the same time, the region has also partially moved towards a so-
called ‘positive peace’, that is, a) more viable and higher quality peace. 
Following Tønnesson’s (2017) suggestion to discuss the quality of 
peace, we can see positive trends beyond the reduction of battle deaths. 
Data on various dimensions of democracy indicate improvements over 
time. Polity IV (2016) shows that the regional average, in terms of vari-
ous procedural and institutional elements of democracy, has improved 
since the end of WWII. Boix, Miller & Rosato (2012) present similar 
findings for contestation and participation.1 Physical integrity rights 
have, on average, improved across the region, meaning that fewer East 
Asian states are torturing or killing their citizens. And there are more 
cross-border contacts and better opportunities for young people to fulfil 
their potential than was the case for previous generations. However, 
huge challenges remain to be overcome before the East Asian nations 
can be said to have developed legitimate forms of governance.

1. The Polity average for 1948 was -2, while in 2015 it had risen to +2.3. Boix, Miller 
& Rosato (2012) develop a dichotomous measure where countries are coded as 
either non-democratic (0) or democratic (1); the regional average was 0.29 in 1948 
and 0.4 in 2010.
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The East Asian Peace should not be seen as complete, representing 
a stage that has been ‘reached’ and from which the only potential move-
ment is a ‘backslide’. There is tremendous room for improving the peace 
and making it more sustainable. However, we should also acknowledge 
that even if we were to see increased armed conflict in East Asia, this 
would not necessarily constitute a ‘return’ to wars like those in the past. 
New security threats in the region may be influenced by the historical 
background sketched out in this book, but our understanding of that 
history as well as of contemporary dynamics combine to shape the 
possibility of new-conflict prevention. To extend the East Asian Peace, 
it is not sufficient to look at factors that were successful for peacemak-
ing in the past; one must actively seek out preventive measures against 
future security challenges. On a similar note, the legacy of war in East 
Asia should neither create too much concern nor too much confidence 
with regard to future threats. On the one hand, we should be aware that 
even conflagrations considered very violent by today’s global standards 
would still be much smaller than the peak levels of violence previously 
seen in the region. At the same time, there is still the risk that a dispute 
beginning in East Asia could escalate into a third world war, or even a 
nuclear war, and although the risk may be small, this scenario remains 
a plausible prospect. Clearly, East Asia has not become a ‘security com-
munity’ as defined by Karl Deutsch (1957), whose members do not 
prepare for war against each other since they no longer consider violence 
a relevant method for dealing with conflict among themselves.

A variety of explanations for why, in the 1980s, the region entered 
a long period with no wars and few conflicts are presented in the first 
part of this book. These explanations are embedded in differing char-
acterizations of the East Asian Peace. Scott and Tønnesson each suggest 
that the peace resulted from political or normative change on the level of 
national political elites, while Urdal, Goldsmith, and Kreutz, each in his 
own way, argue that peace came about as a somewhat unexpected con-
sequence of changing circumstances: in demography, through new and 
intensified trading patterns, or as a result of withdrawal of external sup-
port to belligerents. An alternative explanation is offered by Svensson, 
who claims that East Asian would, in fact, be in line with the global trend 
if it were not for the religious conflicts in other regions but much less so 
in East Asia. Thus, what is unique about East Asia (or at least Southeast 
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Asia, in which most intrastate conflicts have occurred since the 1950s) 
is that the region has been able to contain religiously defined conflicts at 
a relatively low level of intensity.

The causes may well affect the quality of the resulting peace, and in 
this volume the East Asian Peace has been characterized as a repressive 
peace, an unequal peace, a peace where trust is lacking, a masculine 
peace and a peace where nationalism flourishes and past injustices have 
not been forgiven. These characterizations share a fundamental concern 
about inequality. The peace these stories describe is built on the promo-
tion of some groups at the expense of others, and on the preservation 
of illiberal values which do not respect the integrity of all citizens. In 
other words, each chapter in Part II suggests that the East Asian Peace 
has either come about at a certain cost, or that the factors that success-
fully triggered a decline of battle deaths are not of the kind that will spur 
movement toward a sustainable and more positive peace.

When trying to apply a regional perspective to the analysis of patterns 
of war and peace, it is inevitable that some nuance is lost in the search for 
clear explanations. At the same time, it should be remembered that the 
character of the East Asian Peace differs across the region. For example, 
several countries are stable democracies with a high degree of respect 
for human rights, whereas some other states are repressive dictatorships.

What limits and conditions are associated with the East Asian Peace?
The East Asian Peace is limited in the sense that its most direct ben-
eficiaries are the young men who no longer have to risk their lives on 
battlefields and the civilians who are less at risk of perishing in bombing 
campaigns or massacres. Yet many members of all demographic groups 
– and particularly minorities, women and children – continue to live 
under a constant threat of violence. In many countries, the cost of the 
East Asian Peace is efficient state repression. While a fully sustainable or 
perfect peace for everyone might be an unattainable ideal, it is neverthe-
less worrying that state repression of civil and political liberties remains 
entrenched (Eck in this volume) and that interpersonal violence is still so 
widespread in most countries of the region (Bjarnegård in this volume).

In the Philippines, violations of physical integrity rights increased 
radically under the Duterte administration, including thousands of extra-
judicial killings which, by contrast to what had happened earlier, are now 
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overtly encouraged by the political authorities. China under Xi Jinping 
has experienced an increase in various forms of censorship, surveillance 
and repression of the freedom of speech and opinion, including the arrest 
of many independent lawyers. Thailand reverted to military rule in 2014, 
and the junta imposed regulations preventing any form of political cam-
paigning when a referendum was held in 2016 to adopt a new, illiberal, 
constitution that institutionalizes many prerogatives for the military and 
an appointed, unelected Senate. The military has put a temporary end 
to the sometimes violent internal conflict over government, between so-
called redshirts and yellowshirts, that had been going on since the early 
2000s. However, that internal conflict has been replaced by a military 
rule that allows no possibility for an active and outspoken opposition 
and severely limits basic human rights such as freedom of speech and 
freedom of assembly. New elections are planned for 2017–18, but will 
now probably be delayed by the year of mourning following the death of 
King Rama IX in October 2016.

Human rights are also poorly protected in many other countries in 
the region, including Vietnam and Cambodia. As Eck and Svensson 
show, efficient repression may well have helped prevent insurgency and 
religious conflict, but repression can also provoke protest that creates 
political instability under certain circumstances. The vast literature ana-
lyzing the relationship between dissent, protest and repression cannot 
yet help us predict the effect of harsher policies. What we do know is 
that when the economy fails to improve, leaders know they are faced 
with the risk of being criticized, but state responses to this risk, before 
or after it manifests itself, can vary markedly. While Thailand reverted 
to military rule because of demonstrations in the streets, Indonesia 
instead abandoned its dictatorship following a revolt in 1997 and has 
since developed a decentralized political system, with open and com-
petitive elections at many levels. While some religious minorities are 
being mistreated and discriminated against, as of now, Indonesia may be 
considered a relatively open and functioning democracy. China, on the 
other hand, makes no claims to be a democracy and threats to the well-
being of its citizens are troubling. The Tiananmen Square massacre of 
1989 and the much more recent turn to more repressive policies under 
Xi Jinping are particularly worrisome since they have occurred in the 
world’s most populous country, which will soon also have the world’s 
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largest economy. A regime that continues to oppress its own people can-
not claim to be embracing peace.

Conflicts that were underway before 1979 have not been settled in 
the Philippines, Thailand and Myanmar, even though ceasefire agree-
ments and ongoing peace processes show that the governments have 
been trying to put an end to internal armed conflict. The Philippines 
took promising steps toward a negotiated solution with the Moro 
Islamic Liberation Front (MILF) during the Aquino III administration, 
but talks with the communists stalled. When the Duterte administration 
took over in 2016, it engaged in active talks with the communists, lead-
ing to the release of many prisoners and an indefinite ceasefire, while it 
sought to integrate the Moro peace process into a general programme of 
federal reform. This strategy may extend the time frame for negotiations 
and risks stalling the process with MILF. Thailand signed an agreement 
with communist rebels on its Malaysian border in 1989 and democra-
tized in 1992, but rebellion broke out anew in the Malay Muslim areas of 
Thailand’s deep south (‘Patani’) in the beginning of the 2000s, leading 
to an escalation of violence from 2004 onward. While political reform in 
Myanmar in 2010 led to the initiation of the first political negotiations 
with insurgents for decades, process has been slow and fighting has not 
ended, but rather shifted from some parts of the country to others. In 
2016, the government led by Aung San Suu Kyi organized a national 
Union Peace Conference in an attempt to further the peace process but 
many of the country’s armed groups were not included or represented.

Violent government repression of protests often leads to resistance and 
escalation while disciplined, well-organized policing in combination with 
talks and negotiations tend to de-escalate the conflicts. There are many 
examples of this in East Asia from countries such as Malaysia, Cambodia, 
Indonesia and Myanmar. Occasional but very destructive and high-profile 
acts of violence have continued to occur even in these countries, always 
with harmful long-term effects. The 1995 sarin gas attack in Tokyo, the 
Bali bombings in 2002, the Erawan Shrine bombing in Bangkok in 2015 
and several attacks in Chinese cities indicate that terrorist tactics are being 
used in many places, even though this is less frequent in East Asia than 
in the contemporary greater Middle East or Europe. While concerns 
that large-scale religious terrorism would spread across East Asia have 
not been realized (Svensson in this volume), there have been instances 
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where inter-religious violence has caught public attention. The most vis-
ible has been the communal violence between Buddhists and Muslims in 
Myanmar in 2012 and 2016, but the phenomenon has also been observed 
in Indonesia 1997–99, as well as in the Philippines. While similar clashes 
have been reported occasionally in East Asia, religion has not dominated 
politics here in the way it has in regions such as South Asia or Africa. Yet 
ethnic tensions have often had an indirect political impact in the form of 
a reorganization of ruling elite coalitions and often increased state repres-
sion. Regardless of whether or not similar patterns will play out in the 
future, there is a risk that the East Asian domestic peace will be challenged 
by political instability caused by violent street protests that are mobilized 
on the basis of ethno-religious or other group identities.

The claim that many injustices are hidden if we focus solely on the 
public sphere is well illustrated by the cases of post-1979 violence in 
East Asia. Although human security has increased as a consequence 
of the decrease of armed conflict and because of limited crime rates, 
intimate partner violence remains common and homicide rates for 
young girls are persistent and high throughout the region; governments 
generally have not intervened strongly to stop either of these threats 
to positive peace (Bjarnegård in this volume). It is impossible to know 
whether such interpersonal violence has increased, precisely because it 
takes place outside what is seen as the public realm and data is scarce 
and, when it exists, unreliable. To complicate matters, an increase in 
the number of reported cases is often a sign of increased government 
attention to these issues and more effective reporting, rather than of 
actual increases in crime rates. The fact that civil society organizations 
are becoming more active, and in some places are starting to expose per-
petrators and victims that have previously been hidden from the public 
eye, should be seen as a positive development, even though it highlights 
continued violence. Governments need to be able to tackle repression 
based on gender, ethnicity and class if they are to sustain the peace. 
Dealing with issues of inequality and injustice is a major challenge to se-
curing a deep and high-quality peace in East Asia. The lack of attention 
placed upon conflict resolution and reconciliation is evidenced not only 
in the blind eye turned towards violence in the private sphere, but also 
in the tendency to forget the past, rather than deal with it (Guthrey in 
this volume). This kind of avoidance does nothing to transform broken 
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relationships and build trust and security, which are necessary for high-
quality peace to develop. Instead, in the absence of reckoning with past 
violence and transgressions, grievances have the potential to escalate 
into further tensions and violence – not least in the form of revenge at 
the interpersonal level. 

Indeed, an important limitation of the current East Asian Peace is 
that it has not expanded beyond politics and into the private sphere; nor 
has it transformed individual attitudes toward war and peace. A peace 
based on calculations of political and economic gain will be much shal-
lower and more fragile than a peace that is also grounded in normative 
aversion to hypernationalism and war. For many East Asian regimes, 
external and internal peace and stability have been understood as pre-
requisites for economic growth, that is, the pursuit of growth motivated 
peaceful choices (Tønnesson in this volume). Yet, governments that 
have harnessed this instrumental approach to peace and stability have 
also voiced a rhetorical dedication to peace or ‘peaceful development’, 
vaguely defined. Such dedication has not prevented hypernationalism, 
sabre-rattling or highly contentious international disputes, hence the 
regional peace continues to be under serious threat.

It may perhaps seem naïve to think that peaceful values and aversion 
to war can come to play a more prominent role in deciding between 
war and peace, particularly in a region marred by history struggles and 
unresolved territorial conflicts. Yet, some regions in the world have 
developed a popular abhorrence for war that underpins a security com-
munity in which no country prepares for war against another member 
of that community. This shows that aversion to war can become a force 
to reckon with, and that chauvinistic quarrels with historical enemies 
over territorial disputes may lose their appeal and, eventually, cease to 
function as tools for boosting regime legitimacy. A key part of such a 
shift is the weakening of honour ideologies (Melander in this volume), 
so that public opinion rewards leaders who show moderation or a 
creative approach to peace making. When honour ideology is strong, 
showing restraint in the face of insults signals weakness and loss of 
face, but when honour ideology has abated, insults reflect badly on the 
perpetrator. There are signs that this kind of shift has begun in parts of 
East Asia, for example in Japan, where the warlike and honour-fixated 
ideology (often referred to as bushido) of the period leading up to the 
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defeat in the Second World War has largely been replaced with more 
peaceful attitudes, at least among the young. Yet, hypernationalism and 
the valorization of war continue to threaten the peace in East Asia.

Can insights from East Asia explain overall  
regional trends of political violence?

Since the 1990s, the decline in the prevalence and intensity of armed 
conflict in East Asia has contributed to and formed part of a global 
trend. There are, though, some factors that are unique to the East Asian 
region. Most notably, East Asia has seen less religious war than the rest 
of the world (Svensson in this volume), but the region’s experience of 
overcoming the Cold War rivalry between military powers has also been 
unique (Scott, Kreutz, and Ross’s chapters in this volume). Beyond 
these specifics, most of the arguments discussed in the book should be 
able to travel to any region and explain similar developments. This book 
shows that regional policies and developments influence the probability 
of countries becoming embroiled in conflict and their opportunities to 
make a transition to peace. While individual theories focus on the role 
of country-to-country trade (Goldsmith in this volume), within-state 
norms and nationalist sentiments (Melander, and Ryu’s contributions 
in this volume) have effects that are nested within a regional prism. For 
example, several states in East Asia have combined highly repressive 
internal policies with growth-promoting reforms, but a similar turn to-
wards repression in Latin America in the 1980s did not yield comparable 
economic returns (Geddes 1990). This shows that the use of repression 
(Eck in this volume) in combination with state promotion of economic 
growth (Tønnesson in this volume) is not guaranteed to be successful. 
While these policies dovetailed in many East Asian countries, it is dif-
ficult and dangerous to imagine that the East Asian experience can offer 
specific prescriptive recommendations that could make a difference in 
more unstable regions such as the contemporary Middle East.

Does the way in which peace comes about  
affect the quality of that peace?

Although many of the explanations here offered for the East Asian Peace 
point to the influence of strategic elites – whether by increased emphasis 
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on trade (Goldsmith in this volume) or on promoting economic devel-
opment more broadly (Tønnesson in this volume), the forging of inter-
national law to resolve conflicts (Scott in this volume), or the deliberate 
withdrawal of external powers (Kreutz in this volume) – none points 
to large-scale changes in the attitudes of the general population. Several 
contributions to this volume demonstrate that the East Asian Peace is 
largely a peace from above. This opens the question of the extent to 
which peace has left an imprint on how states interact with their citizens 
and how citizens interact with each other.

One of the most hotly debated topics in international politics in re-
cent decades has been whether China’s growing economic and political 
power will result in conflict with the world’s incumbent superpower, the 
United States. According to the classical realist view of international re-
lations, a power shift is likely to lead to conflict, but many scholars argue 
that this is neither inevitable nor very likely in the case of China–US 
relations (Ross in this volume). As noted in Scott’s chapter, China’s rise 
has largely occurred within the existing legal and economic international 
framework, which suggests that the so-called Thucydides trap (‘It was 
the rise of Athens and the fear that this inspired in Sparta that made war 
inevitable’), pointing to the likelihood of conflict between a rising power 
and a currently dominant one, may be averted. In addition to the ability 
of the existing international system to incorporate Chinese ambition, 
many scholars also point to the interdependence between states and the 
development of a more globalized society than at any earlier point in 
history as constraints on both Chinese and US use of force in pursuit 
of their security objectives. This is particularly true as citizens exercise 
greater influence even on non-democratic governments. Although 
citizens can and do demand policies that are more aggressive than those 
preferred by their leaders (Ryu in this volume), the more dominant trend 
seems to be that citizen interest in continuing their upward economic 
progress and access to travel is likely to contain otherwise-hawkish lead-
ers. While economic interdependence is important, the effect of societal 
interdependence should not be discounted.

What needs to be considered, though, are the many international 
disputes that remain unresolved and may at any time escalate into 
highly destructive violence. Arguably the two most pressing unresolved 
disputes have stabilized in the form of de facto two-state solutions: 
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between North and South Korea, and between China and Taiwan. On 
the Korean peninsula, the parties remain formally at war although actual 
fighting is contained by the Demilitarized Zone created by the 1953 
armistice agreement. While the current situation regarding Taiwan is a 
vast improvement on open warfare, one of the biggest disappointments 
of East Asia’s peaceful transition is the inability to resolve the conflict 
over the island’s status, which has persisted over the more than 60 years 
that have passed since the San Francisco Peace Treaty of 1951 and the 
Peace treaty between the Republic of China (Taiwan) and Japan in 1952. 
Taiwanese companies have made huge investments in the mainland, and 
cross-Strait communication skyrocketed under President Ma Ying-jeou. 
Under Taiwan’s current president, Tsai Ing-wen, this tendency has been 
somewhat reversed, and Taiwanese capital now seeks out ways to move 
elsewhere under a new ‘southbound policy’. Tsai Ing-wen also scored a 
diplomatic point in December 2016, when US president-elect Donald 
Trump accepted her congratulatory telephone call.

Is the East Asian Peace under threat? If so, then why is this and 
where is the threat coming from?

An advantage of studying a region is the ability to identify broad trends 
despite the occasional local development in a different direction. 
Some such developments, as for example boundary tensions between 
Cambodia and Thailand, receive undue attention precisely because 
they are so rare. The vast majority of the region’s border disputes have 
been resolved, through either bilateral negotiation or multilateral 
arbitration. Even so, it remains possible that events in any one of the 
region’s 17 political entities might trigger a chain reaction that threatens 
peace throughout the region. With this caveat in mind, we discuss some 
tensions and developments that may shape the future of the East Asian 
Peace phenomenon, based on the debates that have taken place in this 
book. As East Asia and the people in this region will change, the ‘peace’ 
will also change. But how?

In recent years, one threat to peace in the region that has received 
much attention, and which has led to the mobilization of strong na-
tionalist sentiments in several countries, relates to the management of 
disputed maritime boundaries in the seas east and south of China. In 
July 2016, an international arbitral tribunal created under the United 
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Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea decided that none of the 
Spratly Islands in the South China Sea can generate any continental shelf 
or Exclusive Economic Zone for any country; these islands can serve as 
a basis for a claim to only 12 nautical miles of territorial sea surrounding 
each island. It also invalidated China’s claim to have special historical 
rights to the waters within a U-shaped line, which can be found on 
virtually every Chinese map of the region. While tensions have been 
visible for many years with regard to competing claims for sovereignty 
to islands and for rights to the resources in the sea and under the seabed, 
and the freedom of (military) navigation, the view that these will lead 
to violence is based on debatable assumptions. One such assumption is 
that the area contains massive amounts of oil, another that it is impossi-
ble to find workable negotiated solutions – or preliminary arrangements 
– on the basis of international law, and a third that navies are unable to 
prevent their rivalries from turning violent.

Another international dispute with nationalist undertones is the dis-
pute over the land border between Cambodia and Thailand. It concerns 
an 11th century temple, the Preah Vihear, which lies near the border 
between the two countries. While the International Court of Justice 
determined long ago that the temple belongs to Cambodia, the easiest 
access to the temple is via an area that Thailand claims. Cambodians cel-
ebrate their identity as the nation that built Angkor, and Prime Minister 
Hun Sen has promoted nationalist sentiments. In 2008, Preah Vihear 
was given status as a world heritage site by UNESCO, but instead of 
welcoming this change to spur tourism, nationalist forces in Thailand 
raised strong protests. When Cambodia started building a road to the 
temple, artillery exchanges followed. While the conflict has remained 
low-scale and manageable, the fact that it flares up as soon as there is a 
provocation underscores how honour ideology may play a part and how 
closely this case is related to the potential threat of nationalist discourses 
more generally (Melander, and Ryu, in this volume).

If geostrategic claims involving China have been sharpened, one of 
the reasons is the US 2011 so-called ‘pivot’ to Asia, with redeployment 
of military forces, strengthening of bilateral alliances and increased 
diplomatic attention to the region. China has seen this as an attempt to 
contain its rising power as it has allocated great resources to modernize 
its military. Despite this, few predict that the tension between the US 
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and China will lead to outright warfare between the two Great Powers 
even if there is a risk of an arms race and threatening moves. A more 
common concern is that increasing great power rivalry may encourage 
and contribute to an increase in internal armed conflicts. As Kreutz and 
Svensson both mention in their chapters, the opportunity of external 
support for violence may tilt local actors’ decisions in favour of insurrec-
tion rather than non-violent protests against the state. What separates 
the present situation from the Cold War superpower rivalries is that the 
United States and China share an ambition to support governments and 
not insurgencies. Thus, the quest for stability, and the avoidance of pro-
voking interstate discord, may result in a situation where governments 
are given leeway to increase repression of their citizens. We can, for 
example, see that little international criticism has been levelled against 
the Philippines for the extrajudicial killings during President Duterte’s 
‘war on drugs’.

Most chapters in this book underscore the possibility that threats 
to the East Asian Peace can come from within nations. If international 
disputes constitute one set of potential conflict risks, then domestic 
inequalities and violence constitute another. Here prediction is more 
difficult; we lack the models necessary to predict where and which pat-
terns of discrimination are more likely to provoke organized violence. 
If peace processes between Muslim minorities and their respective 
governments in Thailand and the Philippines break down, there is a po-
tential risk for escalation and that these locally defined disputes connect 
with the global jihadi movements. The 2016 attacks against Myanmar 
border guards at the border to Bangladesh, and the extreme harshness 
of the military reaction afterwards, could also escalate into a new armed 
conflict between the Myanmar army and underground Islamist net-
works being supported from abroad and recruiting fighters among the 
repressed Muslim Rohingya population. Also, the returnees from Syria 
and Iraq may seek to escalate the religiously defined confrontations 
in the region. The management of these risks depends largely on how 
each of the states in East Asia integrates minorities and their interests. 
Viewed broadly, all of the states in East Asia that do not respect human 
rights are at risk for rebellion; regimes that build the foundations of their 
power on the marginalization of others face a constant, though often 
unspoken, threat of rebellion.
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Conclusions
This book has sought out rival explanations of the surprising peace that 
has reigned in East Asia since the 1980s, while pointing to the many 
shortcomings of that ‘peace’, which may not be so peaceful after all. These 
shortcomings tend to make the peace fragile and perhaps unsustainable. 
The causes of peace may affect the quality of peace, and the quality of 
peace may affect its sustainability. Peace can become a virtuous circle, 
where different aspects reinforce one another, but it can also be a stalled 
process, where advances are limited to the reduction of battle deaths in a 
context of continued domestic repression and violence.

To understand peace as a process, it is necessary to debate its nature, 
its origins and its consequences. This book has presented highly diver-
gent views on the most relevant explanations for the emergence of the 
East Asian Peace as well as on which aspects should be in focus in order 
to assess its quality and depth. A real academic debate requires not only 
putting forward one’s own arguments in a convincing way, but also to 
listen, consider and address the arguments put forward by others. It is 
only when this interactive aspect of academic theorizing is taken seri-
ously that it will really drive research forward. A certain starting point 
can sometimes lead in a path-dependent direction if it follows a tradi-
tion where questions are asked in a certain way, about a certain aspect of 
peace, and analyzed with certain methods. Engaging in real debate with 
someone who has a different starting point can lead to a critical assess-
ment of one’s own assumptions and a more nuanced understanding, and 
can potentially open up for ideas about interactions. For instance, it is 
possible that the East Asian Peace came about because external powers 
withdrew, leaving room for different priorities from leaders, legal solu-
tions and increased trade. What is important in this book, though, is that 
the scholarly debate where the theoretical logic and empirical evidence 
for these different views are contested has pushed the authors towards 
even more developed contributions.

We find it noteworthy that despite the internal diversity in this 
volume, and without any expectation or instruction from the editors, 
most chapters reach a similar conclusion about the fragility of the East 
Asian Peace. The East Asian Peace seems to be rather shallow, regard-
less of the definitions, measurements or methods used. Currently, there 
are few armed conflicts going on, but the risk of new outbreaks seems 
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relatively high. Contentious politics in the region can easily lead to 
public protests, as concerns over lack of democracy and human rights 
remain. The use of violence by rebels has largely been suppressed, but 
participants in past conflicts have not had a chance to see their roles be-
ing meaningfully acknowledged, much less been offered reparations for 
their suffering; reconciliation as a path to peace remains a road not much 
travelled. Societal and inter-gender inequality is still widespread in East 
Asia, and this limits the ability to use the full potential of its citizens, 
as well as address non-military political challenges including an ageing 
population structure. These common findings, coming from a diverse set 
of studies and approaches, strengthens the assessment that the factors 
that brought about the reduction of battle deaths that started the East 
Asian Peace have not been conducive to deepening this process.

It is therefore necessary that peace researchers from different back-
grounds, and with different conceptualizations of peace, continue to 
interact and discuss the complex and highly desirable phenomenon of 
the East Asian Peace – in the region itself and beyond.
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Critical acclaim for

Debating the East Asian Peace
After about 40 years of significantly reduced armed conflicts and battle deaths, 
is the East Asian Peace thesis on the verge of collapse? This collection of recent 
studies provides data and analysis that enable us to hold on to the faith, even as 
vulnerabilities, especially from the broader perspective of a durable peace, are 
highlighted. – Prof. Miriam Coronel Ferrer, Department of Political Science, 
University of the Philippines Diliman and Chair of the Filipino Government 
Negotiating Panel for Peace talks with the Moro Islamic Liberation Front 
2012–2016

The volume is a collection of new, interesting, and cutting-edge research works 
on peace and conflicts in East Asia. Diverse in themes, analytically innovative, 
empirically rigorous, and rich in policy implications, this is a must read for 
students of international relations in general and East Asian peace and conflict 
in particular. – Chung-in Moon, Distinguished University Professor, Yonsei 
University

‘The East Asian Peace’ has become a new term in the study of peace and war. 
This volume demonstrates why. The project with the same name has identi-
fied the dramatic change in East Asia from violent devastation to tremendous 
economic growth without war. Appropriately, Debating The East Asian Peace 
brings together a set of possible explanations for this historical shift skillfully 
presented by leading proponents. It makes it possible for any reader to make 
his/her own evaluation. Furthermore, it ends with general reflections beyond 
East Asia and its current settings. It is an indispensible book for understanding 
conflict patterns in a key region as well as the general conditions for lasting, 
quality peace. – Peter Wallensteen, Professor of Peace and Conflict Research, 
Uppsala University and University of Notre Dame

In this excellent volume debating the East Asian peace, three chapters really 
caught my eye. Bjarnegård questions how we can claim there is a peace when 
there are such high rates of violence against women and sex-selective abortion 
is much more prevalent than in any other continent. Melander argues that 
masculine honor ideology may well undermine any future peace in the region, 
and Urdal asks whether the bare branches of East Asia will aggravate that trend. 
A thought-provoking treatment unusual for books on East Asian security, the 
reader is led to the conclusion that improved gender equality will be decisive for 
peace in East Asia. I’ll be assigning my students readings from this volume, to 
be sure! – Valerie M. Hudson, Professor and George H.W. Bush Chair, Director, 
Program on Women, Peace, and Security, Texas A&M University
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