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The current Six Party Talks on the North Korean nuclear
programs provide an opportunity to build new and unprece-
dented multilateral arrangements to enhance strategic stability
and security in Northeast Asia, historically one of the most
volatile regions in the world. This article, inspired by working
with colleagues on the linkage between historical reconcilia-
tion and cooperative security over the past several years,1 tries
to pull together ideas about the possible component parts for
such a multilateral security institution in Northeast Asia.
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Introduction
Designing a multilateral security mechanism for Northeast

Asia will inevitably be a complicated process because it involves
the four most powerful states in the world (the United States,
China, Japan, and Russia), all of which have core interests in the
region, and two states (the Republic of Korea and the Democrat-
ic People’s Republic of Korea) in a nation divided by war for
more than sixty years. A further complication is that the rela-
tionships among the six parties are asymmetrical: None of the
six is equal to any other in material and ideational power.
Nonetheless, such a security mechanism does not require, nor
should it expect, altruistic commitments from any of the six gov-
ernments. On the contrary, it must be designed to meet the
national requirements of all parties. Arrangements among the
six must obviously be focused on building trust among them,
but the mechanism need not depend initially on nation-to-
nation trust (e.g., between the United States and the DPRK,
North Korea). Instead, it should be designed to produce a shared
trust that the arrangements being put in place are in the national
interest of each, so that they prompt a trust in the process.

Whether or not one believes that the DPRK will ever give
up the nuclear weapons that it already possesses, the establish-
ment of a multilateral security mechanism in Northeast Asia
could provide an operational setting for dealing with any future
crisis in the region. The Six Party Talks (6PT) may never be suc-
cessful in achieving a complete denuclearization of the DPRK,
but the talks to date have demonstrated the need to build insti-
tutional arrangements for the key parties to meet together.

I begin with a concept of cooperative security and then turn
to an examination of some of the literature on why and how
people cooperate with each other.

A Concept of Cooperative Security
This article is about how states could cooperate more effec-

tively to their mutual benefit, why they should, and how a suc-
cessful security arrangement among the six states in Northeast
Asia could produce the public good of greater strategic stability
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in the region that would be enjoyed by all.2 Inevitably, this
requires a critique of realism, the dominant paradigm in the field
of strategic studies, and an argument in support of the advan-
tages of an alternative approach, namely cooperative security.
The brief comparison presented here inevitably oversimplifies
the theoretical nuances of the two quite different understand-
ings of our political world, but not so as to make the comparison
invalid.

The “realist” understanding of national security begins with
the assumption that anarchy predominates in world affairs, and
that states, as the most important actors, are confronted with a
Darwinian struggle to survive. State leaders find that self-help is
the only reliable strategy for survival, and that a logic of zero-
sum games is most likely to define relations with other states.
Cooperation with other states on any basis other than “the
enemy of my enemy is my friend” is difficult for the typical real-
ist to comprehend. But this insistence that when national securi-
ty is at issue, governments will inevitably think in terms of self-
help and assume that threats will appear largely as zero-sum
games, is becoming anomalous in today’s world.

Analysts are increasingly sceptical that realist prescriptions
for achieving security (such as via strategic alliances, military
intervention, and arms races) can in fact provide real security.
Many of the new proposals being suggested for security institu-
tion-building in East Asia are based on an alternative concept of
“cooperative security”: building relationships with potential
adversaries, rather than making military alliances against them.
Part of the reason for these changes is that perceptions of threat
have changed. Traditional concerns about military threat remain,
but new kinds of threat to the national security of nations have
emerged that appear to require a different kind of response.

Each of the most serious security threats today is quite dif-
ferent, and each requires a particular strategic approach; but
what is common to many of them, like the threat of nuclear pro-
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liferation, is that they appear to require a cooperative solution.
For example, how can any one country by itself deal with the
problems of global warming, climate change, and environmen-
tal degradation? Similarly, with respect to economic security,
autarky is no longer an option for any industrialized country in
our increasingly interdependent world. Or take public health:
How can any one country alone adequately defend its citizens
against pandemic diseases like bird flu H5N1? Defense against
terrorism is yet another example.3 The search for energy security
may lead to competition and even confrontation among states,
but in many cases, governments have found that cooperation is
more fruitful.

Moreover, as all states become increasingly interconnected
and dependent on relations with other states for export markets,
investment capital, and technological innovation, they become,
day by day, more vulnerable to any disruption of those interna-
tional ties, hence more likely to value strategic stability. Given
the changing nature of security threats, cooperation rather than
confrontation appears to be the more realistic approach.

There are two prominent historical precedents for effective
cooperative security. The first is Soviet-American arms control
during the cold war. If the United States and the former Soviet
Union had thought exclusively in realist terms about nuclear
war, they would never have agreed to stop nuclear testing or to
begin to control their nuclear arms race. Instead, jolted by their
realization after the 1962 Cuban Missile Crisis of how close they
had come to igniting a nuclear conflagration, Washington and
Moscow both decided that, despite their ideological and strate-
gic differences, they had to work together to manage this com-
mon threat to their national security. While it is true that the
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arms race continued and new weapons and delivery systems
were developed, the two sides nonetheless concluded that work-
ing with each other to limit the arms race and the possibility of
an accidental nuclear exchange made good sense. Given the
nature of the threat, working with one’s adversary with respect
to nuclear weapons appeared to be the right thing to do.

The Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) is a
second, different example of cooperative security. Often derided
by realist scholars as “only a talking shop,” ASEAN’s undeni-
able achievement has been to make the likelihood of inter-state
war among any of its ten member-countries virtually unthink-
able.4 It is true that ASEAN has not been effective in dealing
with a number of major crises in the region (e.g., the 1997-1998
financial crisis, East Timor, and human rights in Burma); but the
strategic stability that it has maintained among its diverse mem-
ber-nations has helped to provide a foundation for continued
economic growth, peace, and prosperity for the region. As Mel
Gurtov has pointed out,5 ASEAN has established an organiza-
tional culture based on “the habit of dialogue” and confidence
building, and many of the current proposals for East Asian mul-
tilateral cooperation, like the East Asian Community, can be
seen as cases of learning from ASEAN.6

The argument that follows is divided into five parts. The
first section describes some of the experimental work that has
been done to identify how and why individual people cooperate
in confrontational situations. Trying to keep in mind the poten-
tial problems of reductionism, I infer five major propositions
that might also apply to cooperation among states, taken largely
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from the work of Robert Axelrod.7 The second section discusses
the importance of learning how to make cooperation work; and
the third addresses the problem of numbers of participants in a
multilateral cooperative arrangement. The fourth section dis-
cusses the relationship between human security and multilateral
cooperation; and the final part draws together a number of the
policy implications from the analysis for an evaluation of the
strategic promise of the current Six Party Talks on the North
Korean nuclear programs.

Propositions Drawn from Experimental Research 
on Cooperation Among Individuals

Cooperation has never been easy for human beings. The
mystery is how, despite their history of battling to survive,
human beings have learned nonetheless to cooperate with each
other. Evolutionary biologists, carrying out meticulous research,
have linked kinship and blood relatedness to a likelihood to
cooperate.8 But what they could not explain was how humans
who are not related by blood to each other have learned to coop-
erate and to build institutions capable of sustaining cooperation
despite the Darwinian imperative. Scholars in the social sci-
ences, like Axelrod and Paul Seabright,9 have helped to answer
this question and have produced findings about cooperation at
the individual-person level that provide insights on how states
might more successfully cooperate with each other to achieve
mutual benefit at the international level.

Axelrod developed his Cooperation Theory by means of
research in game theory. Carrying out repeated experiments
with the classic “prisoner’s dilemma,”10 he studied the behavior
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of unrelated “individuals who pursue their own self-interest
without aid of a central authority to force them to cooperate
with each other” to find out how and why they would nonethe-
less cooperate.11 Richard Dawkins, in his foreword to Axelrod’s
book, wrote: “The world’s leaders should all be locked up with
this book and not released until they have read it. This would be
a pleasure to them and might save the rest of us.”12

Axelrod invited experts in game theory to submit programs
to compete in a Computer Prisoner’s Dilemma Tournament,
which he compared to a computer chess tournament. He held
two rounds of the tournament with different participants play-
ing repeated games to find out which strategies were most suc-
cessful in achieving cooperation. What follows are my infer-
ences for state behavior from Axelrod’s findings, sometimes pre-
sented with comparisons to realist understandings.
Thinking About Cooperating

“Don’t be envious,” Axelroad advises.13 In state-to-state
relationships with the potential for mutually beneficial coopera-
tion, leaders should think in terms of absolute gains, rather than
relative gains. The key question to ask is: Do we benefit substan-
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tially from this cooperation? If so, insure in your negotiations
that you sustain or increase that gain, but don’t worry if other
states seem to gain more. The preoccupation in realism with rel-
ative gains tends to increase the probability of zero-sum, rather
than positive-sum, outcomes.

“Don’t be the first to defect.” Once cooperation is begun,
participants should take a long-term perspective and build new
arrangements that have substantial mutual benefits. In that con-
text, it is important for each not to be the first to opt out when
the going gets tough.

However, it is important to “reciprocate both cooperation
and defection.” While it is vital to reciprocate cooperation with
cooperation, participants must be prepared to punish others
who defect in order to avoid being exploited themselves and to
send a message that defection has a cost.

“Don’t be too clever.” Transparency and consistency are
important to signal to other participants your cooperative com-
mitment. By contrast, in a zero-sum game, realists would
emphasize the importance of keeping your strategy secret to put
your opponent off guard. But in a potential positive-sum situa-
tion, since the objective is to gain the cooperation of the other
parties, it is important to make public your strategic intent.
Hence, transparency helps to build confidence in others about
your willingness to cooperate.

Axelrod adds that “no form of cooperation is stable when
the future is not important enough relative to the present.”14 In
other words, we tend to cooperate today with the intention of
deriving substantial benefits in the future from continued coop-
eration. As Axelrod puts it, what sustains patterns of coopera-
tion is “the anticipation of mutually rewarding transactions in
the future.”15 He argues further that the design of new institu-
tions should keep this key point in mind.

Finally, unexpectedly, Axelrod asserts that trust in the other
parties is not essential to sustain cooperation, nor is friendship
necessary for cooperation to evolve.16 The durability of the
process can provide sufficient incentive for participants to con-
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tinue to cooperate. Axelrod seems to be saying: trust the process
and work to create institutions purposefully designed to elicit
cooperation from their members. They may or may not become
friends, but if they continue to be convinced that they benefit
from the interaction, there is a high probability that they will
keep cooperating.

Paul Seabright adds a different prospective.17 Beginning
with the observation that cooperation through a division of
labor among genetically unrelated members of the same species
has never evolved in any species other than human beings,
Seabright analyzes how institutions have provided the basis for
accepting strangers (and potentially even adversaries) as trust-
worthy.18 His analysis of the role of institutions examines how
they have facilitated cooperation but also how fragile and vul-
nerable those institutions actually are.

To summarize, the experimental work discussed above sug-
gests five major propositions for building cooperative arrange-
ments:

• Focus on absolute gains, rather than relative gains.
• Transparency and consistency are important to signal to other
participants your cooperative intent and commitment.

• Once cooperation begins, participants should take a long-term
perspective and build new arrangements that promise substantial
mutual benefits for the future. Cooperate today with the inten-
tion of deriving substantial benefits in the future from continued
cooperation.

• When the going gets tough, it is important for each participant
not to be the first to opt out. However, while it is vital to recipro-
cate cooperation with cooperation, participants must be pre-
pared to punish those participants who defect in order to avoid
being exploited themselves, and to send a message that defec-
tion has a cost.

• Trust in the other parties is not essential to sustain cooperation,
nor is friendship among the participants necessary for coopera-
tion to evolve. Instead, trust the process and work to create insti-
tutions purposefully designed to elicit cooperation from their
members. Participants may or may not become friends, but if
they continue to be convinced that they benefit from participa-
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tion in the institutions that they have created, there is a high
probability that they will keep cooperating.19

Learning How to Make Cooperation Work: 
Parallel Thinking

Constructivists would add, and Axelrod would agree,20 that
learning and socialization by the participants in a fundamentally
different strategic perspective must be a key factor in building
cooperation. Amitav Acharya’s work on ASEAN as a “nascent
security community” is a good example. Acharya describes the
contribution of constructivism as demonstrating how coopera-
tion can be understood as a socially constructed process that
“may redefine the interests of actors in matters of war and
peace.” He emphasizes “the transformative impact of norms”
and the importance of socialization “in creating collective inter-
ests and identities.” Acharya argues that a key indicator in the
formation of a successful security community is a shared “we”
feeling or common identity among its members-states, a vital
element to be cultivated over time.21

As a modest step in that direction, consider, for example,
the training of strategic analysts, especially the new recruits for
ministries of foreign affairs and defense. My suggestion is that
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they should continue to be taught, as they have traditionally
been, to think from a realist perspective in terms of worst-possi-
ble-case scenarios because we want them to be able to anticipate
the most dangerous potential problems. But they should also
learn to understand the opportunity cost (i.e., the cost of some-
thing in terms of an opportunity forgone and the benefits that
could be received from that opportunity) of failing to cooperate
with other states when the possibilities for mutually beneficial
arrangements become available. This might be called “parallel
thinking,” that is, training analysts to be able to utilize more
than one paradigm in their assessment of important security
problems.

For example, more than sixty years after the end of World
War II, there is no formal peace treaty between Japan and Russia
because of their lingering territorial dispute over several of the
Kurile Islands northeast of Hokkaido. When you ask Russian
and Japanese diplomats and analysts about the problem, they
typically tell you how difficult it would be to make the conces-
sions needed to achieve a resolution of the dispute. Never dis-
cussed, at least in my experience in observing this situation, is
the opportunity cost of the lost potential benefits that coopera-
tion might have brought to the two countries if they had
resolved their differences. Think, for example, of the immense
potential mutual benefit that might have been gotten over those
many years from creating a positive diplomatic environment for
a greater linking of Japanese capital and technology with Rus-
sia’s immense natural resources to create projects for joint explo-
ration and development.

This dispute over the Kurile Islands is, in my opinion, a
classic case of what happens when government officials limit
themselves to pursuing status-quo policies of confrontation. It is
especially common with respect to contested issues where the
continuing confrontation is perceived to be virtually inevitable,
despite the substantial benefits that mutual cooperation might
provide to both parties to the dispute. In other words, there is an
insufficient accounting for the price of failure to resolve the con-
flict, i.e., the opportunity cost of maintaining the confrontational
status quo.

If one were to apply the concept of opportunity cost to the
East China Sea dispute between Japan and China, another exam-
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ple, it would be important to compare the potential benefits for
both countries of a collaborative exploitation of the resources of
the area with the price of the current contestation and confronta-
tion over competing territorial claims. Such an analysis would
include both an evaluation of the lost opportunity to benefit and
the cost of continuing to mobilize forces to defend the current
competing claims. Thinking this way might help to break the
vicious cycle of reinforcing confrontation, on the one hand, and
help to build a positive cycle of reinforming mutual benefit, on
the other.22

One of the striking events of the last decade in East Asia has
been the unprecedented shift by China to multilateral security as
part of its response to the Bush Doctrine.23 The establishment of
ASEAN+3 (China, Japan, and South Korea), the Shanghai Coop-
eration Organization, and China’s role as host of the Six Party
Talks on North Korea all represent a fundamental change in
Chinese security thinking. In October 2003, China signed the
ASEAN Treaty of Amity and Cooperation, the first non-ASEAN
country to do so, and negotiated a “strategic partnership for peace
and prosperity” with the ten member countries of ASEAN.

These initiatives by China represent, at least in part, a process
of learning from the experience of ASEAN—the rare case of a
major world power learning from the inventiveness of a com-
munity of less powerful countries. Previously, China, like many
major powers, had typically bilateralized its foreign relations in
order to maximize its influence by playing the different coun-
tries against one another. This strategy was typical of Chinese
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governments, both in imperial and communist times.24 During
the last ten years, however, Beijing has begun to make a major
commitment to multilateralism, in both its declaratory and oper-
ational policy.

The Importance of Numbers
The Six Party Talks also illustrate another key component of

successful multilateral security cooperation: the importance of
numbers.25

When attempting to design a cooperative security arrange-
ment, especially on highly sensitive issues, it is vital to include all
of those states whose interests are most directly involved, because
if you leave one out, that state will almost inevitably view the
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multilateral agreement as a pact against it. At the same time,
however, it is important to include as few states as possible,
because each additional state creates one more hurdle to achiev-
ing consensus among the member-states of the organization.

In the case of the Six Party Talks on the DPRK nuclear pro-
grams, it is essential to include all six states (China, the United
States, Russia, Japan, and both North and South Korea); but prob-
ably no others. Some commentators have suggested that Russia
could be left out. But Russian participation is essential to the suc-
cess of the 6PT for several reasons. If Moscow were excluded, not
only might the Russians begin to think the talks were somehow
being designed contrary to their interests and therefore try to sab-
otage it, but also the DPRK might try to play Russia against the
others to obstruct the formation of a working consensus within
the arrangement. On the other hand, if the talks are successful, the
member-states might want to obtain United Nations sanction, and
Russia could help facilitate that endorsement by means of its role
as a permanent member of the UN Security Council. Finally,
Russian participation is central to achieving multilateral coopera-
tion for the development and transmission of energy resources in
the region. This kind of economic cooperation can benefit all par-
ties and could serve as a major foundation stone for political and
strategic cooperation in Northeast Asia.

From discussions with analysts here in Australia and in
New Zealand, it is clear that both countries would be eager to
participate in the 6PT process and are anxious about being left
out. Both countries can help facilitate the negotiations in a variety
of ways, but paradoxically it is in their best interests not to insist
on direct participation while the six countries work to achieve
consensus. If the Six Party Talks are successful, they will resolve
one of the most serious security problems in the region and, in
addition, their agreements might serve as the basis for building
a new multilateral security institution in Northeast Asia.26 That
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26. For additional analysis, see David C. Kang, “The Next Nuclear Agree-
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success would make a major contribution to strategic stability
from which all countries would benefit. It would be a public good
to be enjoyed by all countries in the region, including Australia
and New Zealand, whether or not they directly participate in
the negotiations.

Human Security and Multilateral Cooperation
Following the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, there was

a renewed global interest in human rights and the reconciliation
of violent conflicts in many different countries (e.g., South Africa,
Argentina, and Chile).27 The United Nations Human Develop-
ment Report of 1994 published the first comprehensive definition
of what it called “human security,”28 and in 1999 UN Secretary
General Kofi Annan argued for the importance of “individual
sovereignty” as well as state sovereignty.

This article has focused so far on the state as the unit of
analysis, and has discussed security largely in conventional, mil-
itary terms. But obviously a sustainable multilateral agreement
for East Asia must consider, as Kofi Annan has argued, security
at both the state and individual citizen level. His 1999 paper
“Two Concepts of Sovereignty” mainly addressed problems of
humanitarian intervention, but his concept of individual sover-
eignty is fundamental to any serious analysis of security.
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State sovereignty, in its most basic sense, is being redefined—
not least by the forces of globalization and international coopera-
tion. States are now widely understood to be instruments at the
service of their peoples, and not vice versa. At the same time indi-
vidual sovereignty—by which I mean the fundamental freedom
of each individual, enshrined in the charter of the UN and subse-
quent international treaties—has been enhanced by a renewed
and spreading consciousness of individual rights. When we read
the charter today, we are more than ever conscious that its aim is
to protect individual human beings, not to protect those who
abuse them.29

In fact, a strong sense of citizen well-being is probably the
best indication of state security, while human insecurity signals
a danger both to the country and potentially even to its neigh-
bors. An extreme case is the so-called “failed state,” but, even in
democratic countries like the United States and Australia during
George Bush’s “war on terror,” governments have played on cit-
izen fears to gain support for foreign war-making.30

When governments demonize their adversaries, describing
them as evil and announcing that “you are with us or with the
terrorists,” this fear-mongering rhetoric undermines the citizen’s
sense of security. Seabright comments on how “the fear of vio-
lence exerts a poisonous and disruptive effect on human rela-
tions” in our fragile societies. He notes that “for every death at a
stranger’s hands there are many thousands of living victims.
Their newly awakened fear of strangers disrupts the whole web
of relations that bind people together in a healthy modern soci-
ety and undermines all the institutions on which such a society
depends, from schools to hospitals, shops, government depart-
ments, and the legal system.”31

Real security should be focused on individual well-being, not
just state or regime considerations. Moreover, human security
should help to enhance citizens’ confidence to protect themselves
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from cynical government manipulation of images of foreign
threat. One of the best defenses against war-making, therefore, is
a well established human security, because citizens are unlikely to
support a leader claiming to defend them by making war if their
human security is intact. This is an important link between
domestic human security and regional strategic stability.

An additional benefit of a self-confident and secure citizenry
is that there is an improved opportunity for decisions about the
expenditure of public funds for “defense” to be made as part of
a calm and rational assessment of competing social priorities,
rather than in the fear-dominated tension often associated with
national-security debates. A secure citizenry might feel more
confident to ask, for example, how long we must spend billions
of dollars for greater and more technologically elaborate arse-
nals while public needs for health care, education, and general
welfare are ignored. A paradigm change in security thinking can
have important implications for many aspects of social life.32

Multilateral Security Cooperation and the Public Good
In this final section, let me pull together some of the ideas

that have been presented here as they relate to the Six Party
Talks.33 To achieve an acceptable resolution to the North Korean
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nuclear crisis, much less to construct a new multilateral security
institution, will not be easy given the need to satisfy all six par-
ties in the negotiation. Moreover, any viable security agreement
must be based on trust, and there is obviously very little trust at
present between the two key parties, the United States and the
DPRK. However, one of the key requirements of this kind of
arrangement is to gain the trust of all parties in the process itself.

The cooperative-security mechanism should be constructed
on a web of both bilateral and multilateral agreements in such a
way that all parties gain from the arrangement, and all would be
deprived if any member should fail to meet its commitments. A
major advantage of a multilateral agreement, compared with a
bilateral agreement, is that all of the parties have a stake in the
commitments that have been made, so that if one party should
fail to honor its commitments, all of the other five would have
cause to pressure it to comply. This is what is meant by the idea
of trust in the process.

The crisis over North Korea’s nuclear weapons and the estab-
lishment of the 6PT present the best opportunity yet to build a
new security institution in Northeast Asia. All of the countries
with the most at stake are included in the negotiations, but no
others. The six-party arrangement includes, rather than excludes,
the United States, but it would limit Washington’s hegemonic
inclinations. The 6PT offer Japan an opportunity to play an
enhanced strategic role as a “normal” major power, without the
need to go nuclear.34 Russia would gain easier access to East
Asian capital and technology for the development of its energy
resources and more reliable transportation routes to foreign mar-
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kets. China gains prominence as host and facilitator. And North
and South Korea would be enabled to undertake their mutual rec-
onciliation and eventual reunification protected by a multilateral
accommodation among all of Northeast Asia’s major powers.

If our analysis is correct, the six governments should focus
on their absolute gains from cooperating with each other, rather
than relative gains, and work to maintain transparency and con-
sistency in order to earn the confidence of the other partners. It
will be important for them to take a long-term perspective and
to identify opportunities for substantial material benefits for all
parties. Reciprocity is a key. The six governments should be
encouraged to meet cooperation with cooperation, but they should
also include in their institution-building penalties for defection
or a failure to fulfil commitments.

The future material gains from cooperation for all parties are
potentially immense, especially with respect to investment, trade,
and technology transfer for the collaborative development and
marketing of Russian energy resources. Meanwhile, the United
States and China would maintain their institutional ties in the
region: for the PRC, most importantly, the Shanghai Cooperation
Organization and ASEAN+3; and for the United States, its bilateral
security ties with Japan, South Korea, Philippines, Thailand, Sin-
gapore, and Australia. But in Northeast Asia, the most potentially
volatile region in East Asia, they would work together.

Other countries in the Asia-Pacific may wonder how such a
new institution in which they do not directly participate will
affect them. Seen in realist terms, those governments might worry
that the security arrangement was designed as a conspiracy
against them. But cooperative security provides a different under-
standing. Multilateral security cooperation by a group of states in
one region not only enhances their own security but also pro-
duces a public good of strategic stability for the larger community
of nations. This is not altruism, but is rather the product of institu-
tional cooperation.

ASEAN has shown the way. The cooperative-security design
in ASEAN has been built on a network of economic and political
ties and strategic dialogue. If the Six Party Talks on Korea can now
achieve as much as ASEAN already has achieved for its member-
states—to make interstate war among any of its members unthink-
able—all countries in the region would benefit. Other countries,
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such as Australia, would not directly participate in the new insti-
tution, but they would benefit from the strategic stability and
shared security achieved by the new, multilateral cooperative-
security consortium—a public good.
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