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This article discusses how historians and social scientists
may go about seeking to explain the relative absence of war in
East Asia since 1979, after a period of three decades when
East Asia was the world's most war-prone region. Ma ny have
discussed the European Peace, only few the East Asian one,
which calls for both similar and quite different ex planations.
The article does not present findings from research already
made, but rather calls for a research agenda, aiming to solicit
sponsors and contributors around the world who woul d like
to take part in its development. The purpose will n ot just be
to understand the past, but also to discuss what it may take to
protect, deepen, and sustain peace in East Asia at a time of
economic upheaval and a likely continued, perhaps accelerat-
ed shift of economic as well as military power from  North
America and Europe to East Asia.
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Introduction

Since 1979, East Asia has been surprisingly peaceful. While
there was an annual average of ten regional armed conflicts
from 1946 to 1979, it was down to an annual average of eight in
the period 1980 to 2005.1 The change was more radical, however,
if only conflicts are counted that had more than 1, 000 battle
deaths during a calendar year (the PRIO Uppsala dataset's
threshold for qualifying an armed conflict as a ªwa rº). 2 From
1946 to 1979, there was an average of four wars in East Asia every
year. In 1980-2005, the average was down to 0.5. The worst year
after World War II was 1949, with fifteen armed con flicts, eight
of which were ªwars.º

The most peaceful year since World War II was 2004, with
four minor conflicts, none of which exceeded the 1,000 threshold
(Figure 1). The trend is even clearer in looking at the number of
soldiers and civilians killed directly in acts of w ar (battle deaths).
While the total number of battle deaths in East Asi a during the
thirty years from 1950 to 1979 is estimated at 4.2 million, the
number of battle deaths in the 26 years from 1980 to 2005 is cal-
culated at just a little over 100,000 (Figure 2).

The difference between the 1945-1979 period and the period
since 1979 is most dramatic in viewing the battle death figures
compiled and assessed by Bethany Lacina on the basis of the
work of Micheal Clodfelter and multiple other sourc es.3 They
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1. An ªarmed conflictº is defined in the PRIO-Uppsal a dataset as ªa con-
tested incompatibility that concerns government or territory or both
where the use of armed force between two parties results in at least 25
battle-related deaths in a year. Of these two parties, at least one has to be
the government of a state.º

2. ªBattle deathsº refer to those military and civil ian deaths caused by war-
ring parties that can be directly related to combat  over a contested
incompatibility. This includes traditional battlefi eld fighting, guerrilla
activities, and all kinds of bombardments including  bombings and assas-
sinations in urban warfare. ªBattle deathsº is not the same as ªwar-relat-
ed deaths,º which includes also indirect deaths caused by disease or star-
vation. See www.pcr.uu.se/publications/UCDP_pub/UCD P%20Battle-
deaths%20-%20definitions%20%20sources%20%20methods.pdf.

3. Michael Clodfelter, Warfare and Armed Conflicts: A Statistical Reference to
Casualty and Other Figures, 1500-2000(Jefferson, N.C.: McFarland, 2002);
Bethany Lacina and Nils Petter Gleditsch, ªMonitori ng Trends in Global 
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Figure 1. Armed conflicts in East Asia, 1946-2007

A ªminor conflictº has from 25 to 999 battle deaths  in one year. A ªwarº has 1,000 or
more. The ªwarsº (internal conflicts estimated to h ave led to 1,000 or more battle
deaths in a single year) since 1980 have taken place in Burma (Myanmar), the Philip-
pines, Cambodia, and Indonesia (Aceh). Source: UCDP/PRIO Armed Conflict Dataset
v4-2008, at www.prio.no/CSCW/ Datasets/Armed-Confli ct/UCDP-PRIO/.

Figure 2. Battle deaths in East Asia and the world, 1946-2006

The Battle Deaths Dataset defines ªbattle deathsº as deaths resulting directly from
violence inflicted through the use of armed force b y a party to an armed conflict dur-
ing ªcontested combat.º ªContested combatº is use of armed force by a party to an
armed conflict against any person or target during which the perpetrator faces the
immediate threat of lethal force being used by another party to the conflict against
him/her and/or allied fighters. Source: The Battle Deaths Dataset version 2.0, at
www.prio.no/CSCW/Datasets/Armed-Conflict/Battle-Dea ths/The-Battle-Deaths-
Dataset-version-20/.



show how the first period after World War II was ch aracterized
by very high numbers of casualties (although much l ower than
during World War II) in the Chinese civil war, the first Indochina
War, and the Korean War, with the Korean War leadin g to a peak
in 1950 in the number of people killed. This was followed with a
few years of little warfare in the mid-1950s: Stalin died and the
Korean War ended in an armistice agreement; Indochina was
divided by the Geneva Conference of 1954; Mao Zedong consoli-
dated his power before the Great Leap Forward; and the Bandung
Conference led to the formation of the nonaligned m ovement.

From the late 1950s, however, the Vietnam War began and
became the worst of all wars after 1945 in terms of the cumula-
tive number of battle deathsÐmore than two million.  The last
East Asian wars to take lives in the tens of thousands within one
single year were the Vietnamese invasion of Cambodia in late
1978 and the ensuing Chinese invasion of northern Vietnam
from February to March 1979. Since the late 1970s, the level of
warfare in East Asia has remained at a low level similar to that
of 1955-1957.

While the decrease in battle deaths in East Asia follows a
global decline, other regions have had significantl y higher num-
bers of battle deaths since 1979. Hence, there has also been a
shift in the global geography of warfare from East Asia to other
parts of Asia and Africa, and also, during the 1990s, to south-
eastern Europe. Relatively few attempts have been made so far
to explain the dramatic decline in warfare in East Asia, a phe-
nomenon we may tentatively call ªthe East Asian Peace.º4

What Is There to Explain?

If we say that ªEast Asiaº consists of Northeast Asia (Japan,
North and South Korea, Mongolia, and the People's Republic of
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Combat: A New Dataset of Battle Deaths,º European Journal of Population,
vol. 21, No. 2 (2005), pp. 145-66.

4. Timo Kivimaki, ªThe Long Peace of ASEAN,º Journal of Peace Research, vol.
38, No. 1 (2001), pp. 5-25; Robert Ross, ªThe U.S.-China Peace: Great Power
Politics, Spheres of Influence, and the Peace of East Asia,º Journal of East
Asian Studies, No. 3 (2003), pp. 351-75; Benjamin E. Goldsmith, ªA Liberal
Peace in Asia?º Journal of Peace Research, vol. 44, No. 1 (2007), pp. 5-27.



China with Hong Kong and Macau) and Southeast Asia (Vietnam,
Laos, Cambodia, Thailand, Burma [Myanmar], Malaysia , Singa-
pore, Indonesia, the Philippines, Brunei, and East Timor), it is a
region comprising seventeen internationally recogni zed states plus
the Republic of China on Taiwan, which is recognized only by a
few countries. Figure 1shows the wars and armed conflicts among
and within these seventeen states in the period 1946-2007. The
decline in the number of ªwarsºÐcosting more than 1 ,000 battle
deaths in a yearÐexceeds the decline in the number of minor con-
flicts, those costing 999 battle deaths in a year.

The term ªEast Asian Peaceº is a catchphrase that could be
misleading. It cannot be assumed that East Asian societies have
become more just or more skillful at peaceful confl ict resolution,
or more peaceful in a deeper sense. Initially, the effort is to
explain the reduced number and low intensity of arm ed conflict
in the thirty years that have elapsed since 1979 as compared
with the period 1946-1979. This reduction should both be seen as
important unto itself and as a possible indicator o f increased
peacefulness, however defined.

What was it that changed? If the dependent variable is
peacefulness, then the most readily available indicators are the
number of armed conflicts and the number of battle deaths. The
effort is to explain why these numbers were so low in East Asia
from 1980 to 2005 as compared with 1945 to 1979, while also tak-
ing other indicators into account, as part of a discussion of how
to define peacefulness in a deeper sense.

The worst wars in East Asia (and the world) in the pre-1980
period were the Chinese civil war, 1945-1949; the First Indochina
War, 1945-1954; the Korean War, 1950-1953; and the Vietnam
War, 1959-1975. However, there were also devastating wars in
Indonesia (1945-1949) and Malaya (1948-1957), and intense peri-
ods of warfare in Burma and the Philippines. There was a short
period of Konfrontasi (confrontation) between Indon esia and
Malaysia in the 1960s. There was also a brief but extremely mur-
derous war between China and Vietnam in February-Ma rch,
1979.Figure 2shows the dramatic impact of these major wars in
terms of battle deaths and also how East Asia dominated global
warfare until the mid-1970s, at which point other p arts of the
world (South Asia, West Asia, and Africa) took over .

The number of battle deaths in armed conflicts is, admittedly,
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a crude measure. It includes both military and civi lian casualties,
but does not include all types of armed violence and does not
count indirect deaths. A low number of battle death s can only be
seen as a partial indicator of peacefulness, even narrowly defined.
If we use only armed conflict and battle death stat istics, the stale-
mate on the Korean peninsula since 1953 will, for instance, have
to be defined as a ªKorean Peace.º Hence, any serious research
program on the East Asian Peace must go beyond these crude fig-
ures and seek to establish to what extent the battle death trends
converge with trends in other kinds of violence: ar med fighting
between non-government groups; indirect deaths from  hunger or
illness caused by war or government policies; crimi nal violence;
one-sided violence (massacres) perpetrated by a government or
an armed group against unarmed opponents; and routi ne vio-
lence perpetrated by repressive regimes.

What we can say immediately is that East Asia has had a
major share of the world's incidents of one-sided v iolence, but
that the worst of these incidents all belong to the period when
there was also much warfare: Tibet, 1959; Indonesia, 1965; Cam-
bodia, 1975-1978. East Asia has also had cases of very high num-
bers of deaths caused more indirectly by government policies:
notably, China's Great Leap Forward, 1958-1960 and the Cultural
Revolution, 1966-1975.

The majority of the most massive violence happened in con-
junction with the formation of a new East Asian sta te system to
replace the system from before World War II that had been domi-
nated by Europe, the United States, and Japan. One possible
explanation for the turn toward less warfare in Eas t Asia after
1979 may be that the formative period of state-building had been
completed and, therefore, the states generally recognized each
others' borders. However, this is not quite true. T he Korean and
Taiwanese questions were not resolved. Many border issues
remained, and new maritime border issues emerged. Also, there
was the unresolved dispute over Vietnam's dominance  in Cam-
bodia and Laos. The authority of the existing states also remained
contested in parts of Burma, Mindanao, Aceh, West Papua, and
East Timor. An important task within a research pro gram on the
East Asian Peace would be to establish statistics not just for
armed conflict, but also for disputes that have not  led to armed
conflict. By combining dispute and conflict statist ics it may be
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possible to find out to what extent the East Asian Peace is due to
conflict resolution and to what extent it results f rom the mere
shelving of disputes, or from stalemates like the one between
North and South Korea.

What we need to explain then is, first, how the war s in the
pre-1979 period ended, and second, why states and armed groups
in East Asia did not engage in new similarly devast ating wars
later on. In order to approach these questions, we may need to
pinpoint the exact time when each country made its transition
from war to relative peace and conduct a case study of each
transition.

So far we have made no distinction between international and
internal warfare (civil wars), a standard distincti on in most statis-
tics. One reason for mixing them here is that many armed conflicts
in East Asia through various kinds of intervention have included
elements of both international and civil war. Many,  if not most, of
East Asia's internal wars took on an international dimension, and
vice versa. The Korean War and the three Indochina wars were all
civil and international at the same time. Rebel groups were allied
ideologically and operationally across borders, and  were assisted
by external powers. Moreover, the wars of liberatio n from colonial
rule cannot be categorized as either internal or international since
what they were about was the formation of the sover eign states
that define the distinction internal/external in th e international
system. That distinction can only be fully applied when a state
system has taken a definitive form, with generally recognized
borders.

Yet in order to make a sophisticated analysis of the East Asian
Peace, we must distinguish between the internal and interna-
tional aspects of warfare. A key question is whether or not the
explanation for the downward trend in international  warfare is
the same as the explanation for the decline in internal warfare.
The processes leading states to wage war against each other are
often quite different from those leading to an insu rgency or a
breakup of a state into factions fighting each other. A possible
research strategy would consist in first trying to separate the
internal from the international aspects of the wars , and then test
different explanatory frameworks.
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Explanatory Approaches

An attempt to explain the East Asian Peace may seek inspira-
tion from several international relations and socia l science theo-
ries. The following is, to a certain extent, based on a comprehen-
sive overview of realist, liberal, constructivist, and postmodern
literature on China's rise undertaken by Rex Li. He  has also exam-
ined the influence of such theoretical approaches on Chinese
scholarship, finding that there is ªa strong influe nceº of realist
thought, that liberalism has become ªrather popular ,º while con-
structivism has ªfast become a popular theory,º alt hough it was
unknown to most Chinese scholars until recently. 5 Interestingly,
Chinese constructivist scholars often conduct a critique of how
realist thinking can lead to dangerous policy outco mes, and offer
constructivism as a more peaceful alternative.

The Realist Approach

Warfare is often related to attempts by states or organized
groups to conquer or hold on to territories. Hence,  realist theories
based on analyses of balance of power are likely to provide a
good framework for explaining both the prevalence o f war in East
Asia during the first three quarters of the 20th century, and for the
ensuing East Asian Peace. The realignment of the cold war con-
flict pattern during d!tente in the 1970s, with a b ipolar system
being replaced by a tripolar system, aligning China  with Japan,
the United States, and all of the (now) ten-member ASEAN (the
Association of Southeast Asian Nations), may go a long way
toward explaining the rapid drop in intensive warfa re with great-
power involvement. Meanwhile, the completion of the  decolo-
nization process had led to the formation of a system of sovereign
states with a growing capacity for controlling thei r own territories
and suppressing insurgent groups. Hence, realist theory may
explain both the international and the internal asp ects of the East
Asian Peace.

Robert Ross provides a realist explanation primaril y of the
international aspects, arguing that the wars in East Asia during
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5. Rex Li, A Rising China and Security in East Asia: Identity Construction and
Security Discourse(London: Routledge, 2009), pp. 8-21, 218-20.



the cold war led to a power balance between a continental power
(China) and a maritime power (United States), each with its
sphere of influence.6 The realignment of the cold war conflict pat-
tern during detente in the 1970s offers a key element in explaining
the onset of the East Asian Peace. China and the United States
formed a kind of condominium, organizing East Asia into ªtwo
distinct spheres of influence,º within which each h eld sway and
ordered relations without the interference of the o ther.7 The rela-
tive peace since 1979Ðor since Vietnam was forced to withdraw
its forces from Cambodia in 1989Ðthus rests on a regional bal-
ance between these two temporarily satisfied powers and their
allies, and might well be broken if the balance is not upheld. The
fact that China and the United States both possess strategic
nuclear weapons, and that the United States is not supposed to
possess a fully reliable first-strike capability, p rovides additional
ground for both powers to avoid provoking each othe r unneces-
sarily. Zhu Feng provides a Chinese realist perspective, predict-
ing that China's rise will continue to be peaceful since China will
apply only soft-balancing acts against U.S. unipolar power: ªIn
the present unipolar system, China is a satisfied, cooperative and
peaceful country.º 8

As for the decline in internal warfare within East Asian states,
realists would explain it by citing an increased ca pacity of states
for administering their populations, providing law and order, and
repressing rebellious activities. The Asian wars from 1945 to 1979
were to a great extent related to state formation, defining the terri-
torial scope and institutional setup of new states. Through these
wars states became more and more entrenched, and slowly built a
capacity for repressing and forestalling armed oppo sition. It
should be possible to establish realist explanations based on com-
parisons of state capacity over time and among states. Analysis of
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6. Robert S. Ross, ªThe U.S.-China Peace: Great Power Politics, Spheres of
Influence, and the Peace of East Asia,º Journal of East Asian Studies, No. 3
(2003), pp. 351-75.

7. Ibid., p. 370; Liselotte Odgaard, The Balance of Power in Asia-Pacific Security:
US-China Policies on Regional Order(London: Routledge, 2007).

8. Zhu Feng, ªChina's Rise Will Be Peaceful: How Unipolarity Matters,º in
Robert S. Ross and Zhu Feng, eds., China's Ascent: Power, Security and the
Future of International Politics(Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 2008),
p. 54.



geopolitical dynamics of this kind will form an imp ortant context
for any explanation of the East Asian Peace, but their explanatory
power remains to be tested. One way of doing this is to conduct
case studies of to what extent the most powerful East AsianÐand
also AmericanÐleaders have been influenced by reali st thinking
when formulating their policies.

The Liberal Peace

A different approach consists in comparing East Asi a with
the more well-known European Peace, trying to see if the same
factors that are generally thought to explain the d eepening
peace in Europe after World War II may also be valid for East
Asia. It is generally assumed that the relative absence of warfare
in Europe until 1989 was largely due to deterrence. The risk that
a confrontation would lead to nuclear war induced b oth sides in
the East-West conflict to show restraint. Meanwhile , Western
Europe went through a process of economic and polit ical inte-
gration, instigated by leaders who were partly moti vated by an
urge to overcome the conflicts that had laid the basis for two
world wars. The integration process was accompanied by a
process of democratization that spread from northwe st to south-
ern Europe in the 1970s, and to Eastern Europe after the end of
the cold war in 1989. Hence, the European Peace is often consid-
ered a ªliberal peace,º based on a combination of economic and
political integration and liberal, democratic value s and political
systems.

The theory of a liberal democratic peace is the most strongly
established structural explanation for peaceful conditions in the
peace studies literature. Throughout recorded history there have
rarely, if ever, been armed conflicts between states with a con-
solidated democratic form of governance. This findi ng relates
primarily to inter-state peace, although many attem pts have
been made to also apply it to internal peace. Democratic gover-
nance is often assumed to have a positive effect on intra-state
stability since groups with significant grievances can fight for
their interests with non-violent means, and since elected bodies
provide a stage for developing mutual respect and r ecognition
between rival political groups. The contribution of  democratiza-
tion to intra-state peace is, however, a complex matter. So far
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researchers have not been able to establish any clear correlation
between democracy and internal peace. Democratization can
actually be a highly destabilizing process.

A problem for liberal peace theory is that the East Asian
case hardly fits the model of a democratic peace. East Asia has
seen neither political integration nor the introduc tion of democ-
ratic political systems on a general basis. East Asia consists of a
mixture of consistently authoritarian states (Brune i, Burma, China,
North Korea, Laos, Vietnam), semi-democratic states with elec-
tions always won by the same party (Malaysia, Singapore), states
alternating between authoritarian and democratic re gimes (Cam-
bodia, East Timor, Indonesia, the Philippines, Thail and), and
states that established a durable electoral democracy either before
or during the East Asian Peace (Japan, South Korea, Taiwan).
Hence, East Asia should not enjoy any democratic ªprotectionº
against international warfare. If anything, it ough t to be less
peaceful, since countries in transition from one political system
to another and countries with ªhybridº systems have  been found
by peace researchers to be more conflict-prone than stable autoc-
racies or democracies.9 On the other hand, the relative absence
of war in East Asia does not refute or falsify demo cratic peace
theory, since it has never claimed that non-democratic states or
states with opposite political systems are bound to fight.

Another finding in peace research is a strong correlation
between poverty and conflict: poor countries are mo re prone to
conflict (Figure 3). Yet the relationship is not linear. Benjamin
Goldsmith finds a strong correlation between levels  of economic
interdependence and peace in East Asia.10 A liberal theory on the
East Asian Peace cannot be based on the ªdemocratic peaceº
argument, but must instead argue that economic interdependence
makes war less likely for some general reasons, e.g., that the per-
ceived cost of resorting to armed violence increases with interde-
pendence. This would find support in the East Asian  experience,
as is clearly demonstrated by Goldsmith. As shown i n Figure 3,
the first decade after World War II was characteriz ed by poverty
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and warfare and, as Figure 4shows, also by enormous vacillation
in terms of economic growth in China (with similar cases in other
regional countries). The next two decades had higher economic
growth, to some extent stimulated by the American i nvolvement
in Vietnam, which created a strong demand for produ cts from the
countries in the region that were allied with the U nited States.
This was, as shown in Figure 4, the period when Japan's economy
grew most rapidly while China suffered enormously f rom the
Great Leap Forward and the Cultural Revolution. But  the highest
growth came in China during the period of the East Asian Peace.

Figures 3and 4 also show that the sudden drop in economic
growth during the Asian financial crisis of 1997-19 99, which led to
a general, but temporary reduction of GDP per capit a, did not
have anything to do with, and did not lead to, rene wed warfare,
although it led to regime change in several East Asian countries.
The question now is what effects the present global crisis will have.

The explanatory power of the growing economic inter de-
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Figure 3. Battle deaths, 1946-2007, and GDP per capita 
in East Asia, 1950-2006

Sources: The Battle Deaths Dataset version 2.0 at www.prio.no/CSCW/Datasets/
Armed-Conflict/Battle-Deaths/The-Battle-Deaths-Data set-version-20/ and
Angus Maddison, Statistics on World Population, GDP and Per Capita GDP, 1-
2006 ADat www.ggdc.net/maddison/.



pendence within the East Asian region is also in question. If it
explains the East Asian Peace, then growing economic interde-
pendence ought also to have brought peace in other regions and
at other times. Much work remains to be done in further explor-
ing the relationship between armed conflict, econom ic growth,
and growing regional and global integration through  trade,
investments, and other means of communication.

Constructivism

A third kind of explanation, also to some extent in spired by
the European example, is cultural or constructivist . The assump-
tion is that there has been a paradigm shift in the region, leading
to a drop in the level of armed conflict. Northeast  Asia, with the
stalemate in Korea and the continued suspicion between Japan
and China, does not lend itself easily to a constructivist explana-
tion. Support must be sought mainly in Southeast As ian practices
and in the ideology of so-called Asian values, or the ASEAN
way, for the formation of a distinctly Southeast As ian culture
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Figure 4. Battle deaths and annual GDP growth 
in China and Japan, 1946-2006

Sources: The Battle Deaths Dataset version 2.0, at www.prio.no/CSCW/Datasets/
Armed-Conflict/Battle-Deaths/The-Battle-Deaths-Data set-version-20/; Angus
Maddison, Statistics on World Population, GDP and Per Capita GDP, 1-2006 AD
at www.ggdc.net/maddison/ (years 1946-1979) and the  International Mone-
tary Fund Data Mapper, at www.imf.org/external/data mapper/index.php
(years 1980-2006).



characterized by informal consultation and consensus-building.
In the process of founding and expanding ASEAN, its  leaders
agreed to put their differences aside while showing  ªgood-neigh-
borliness.º Amitav Acharya claims that ASEAN contri buted to
peace by ªfostering a climate of socialization and trust,º and the
Chinese mainland constructivists Qin Yaqing and Wei  Ling
agreed, confirming that China has gradually adopted  much of
the ASEAN way through a number of consultative proc esses and
the formation of a China-ASEAN Free Trade Area.11

According to these three writers, ASEAN succeeded in widen-
ing the regional scope of its consensus-building to Northeast Asia
by establishing consultative forums with outside po wers (ASEAN
+3, the ASEAN Regional Forum, and the East Asian Summit).
Acharya, Qin and Wei emphasize the informal character of East
Asian peacemaking; the Chinese authors seek to build a theory out
of a specifically Asian preference for maintaining consultative
processes rather than negotiating formal treaties. Mikael Weiss-
mann, another proponent of a constructivist approac h, has pro-
posed that a key to explaining the East Asian Peace is to map out
informal political networks. 12

John Ikenberry's quite different ªconstructivistº o r ªliberal
institutionalistº theory pays less attention to ASE AN. Instead, he
focuses on how East Asia has adopted and taken part in develop-
ing international law and global norms of behavior,  as a partner in
multilateral institutions and under the influence o f a benevolent
U.S. hegemon.13 In Ikenberry's view, the United States has not
sought primarily to dominate the world through mili tary power,
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but has accommodated multiple countries' interests within a
global, liberal system under U.S. leadership. It is interesting to see
that Qin Yaqing and Wei Ling point at China's ªwill  to restrain
itselfº vis-"-vis its regional partners in informal processes of build-
ing and maintaining relations, whereas John Ikenberry empha-
sizes the willingness of the United States to ªact within institu-
tional [formal] constraintsº and tie itself to other  states under a
global system of rules.14

Security Complexes

A fourth approach would tap into security complex t heory.15

This theory does not seek to explain the incidence of armed con-
flict, but rather how regions keep together under s hifting eco-
nomic and other conditions. In their book on region s and power,
Buzan and Waever claim that Northeast and Southeast Asia
were separate security complexes in the first few decades after
World War II, but later merged through economic and  other
integration into one security complex. This was ref lected in the
role assumed by ASEAN in fostering frameworks for s ecurity
talks with Northeast Asian participation. If Buzan and Waever
are right, this will have implications for our disc ussion of the
East Asian Peace. It may have developed separately, and for dif-
ferent reasons, in the two regions, or it may have developed in
conjunction with the process of integration that me rged the two
regional complexes into one.

Purpose Transitions

A fifth approach, inspired by theories of learning,  may also
be interesting to consider.16 One would then look at how national
elites have reformulated their basic outlook and pr iorities, partly
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by emulating each other. Jeffrey W. Legro suggests usage of the
concept ªpurpose transitions,º which occasionally h appen when
external events undermine the way the national purp ose has been
generally conceived, on the condition that alternat ive purpose
formulations are at hand, and are being advocated by groups
either within or in opposition to the ruling elite. 17

The East Asian Peace would, in this light, not be considered
as having resulted primarily from changes that took  place
internationally in 1979, or as having been directly  caused by any
economic or other material change at all. Instead, peace would
have come about as a cumulative effect of a series of shifts in
priority, or purpose formulation, among the policy- making
elites in each of the East Asian states, who learned from each
others' success. Four such shifts would stand out as particularly
important. First, occupied Japan adopted a ªpeace constitution,º
allowing it only to have a self-defense force and restricting its
international behavior. Then, in the 1950s, the dominant Japanese
policy makers settled for a durable policy of prior itizing economic
growth before anything else, adopting a low diploma tic profile,
and leaving the protection of Japan's security to the United States
(the Yoshida doctrine).18 In the mid-1960s, inspired by the Japanese
example, a power shift in Indonesia led its policy makers to cancel
Konfrontasiand set the same two priorities as Japan: economic
growth and close cooperation with the United States . Then, after
Mao's death and the assumption of power by Deng Xiaoping, the
People's Republic of China did the same thing. It set economic
growth as its first priority, and settled for a for eign policy that
emphasized its relations with the United States, wi th which it
aligned itself in a global effort seeking to limit and push back
the power of the Soviet Union.

Fourth, and belatedly, in Vietnam, after ruling com munist
party secretary-general Le Duan's death in 1986, policy makers
undertook the same purpose transition, and withdrew  troops
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from Cambodia. It took until 1995, however, before Vietnam
achieved its aim of normalizing relations with the United States.
All of these shifts led to increased stability, int ernally as well as
externally (in Indonesia at the cost of massive repression), and
allowed economic growth to take place that signific antly lifted
the general standard of living. Historical case studies may be
undertaken of how these priority shifts or purpose transitions
took place, and to what extent they were inspired b y their pre-
decessors.19

Testing Theories

Most of these theories offer explanations that fit the East
Asian evidence. A research program that aims to explain the East
Asian Peace should take all of them into account and explore and
examine their explanatory power. The aim should not  be limited,
however, to building up a multifaceted framework wh ere all or
most of the available theoretical approaches are seen as con-
tributing their part of an eclectic explanatory who le. This has
already been ably done by Rex Li.20 Some theories will have
more explanatory power than others. Hence, it is im portant to
test them not only on the evidence of the East Asian Peace, but
also on comparative cases of peace and war. If several theories
can account for the East Asian Peace from 1980 to 2009, then one
must draw some logical implications of each theory for other
periods in East Asian history, as well as for other regions, and
see if the theories are then falsified. If, for instance, one theory
should imply peace in East Asia in the 1946-1979 period or war
between the states in North America, then there is something
wrong with it.

A good theory must be able to explain the differenc e between
the periods before and after 1979 (or 1989) in East Asia, and also
the difference between East Asia and other regions, such as
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South Asia and the Middle East.21 A good theory should also be
able to explain the exceptions to the general rule, such as the
continuation of warfare in Cambodia until 1989, in East Timor
until 1999, in Aceh until 2005, and the still ongoing or resurgent
civil wars in Burma, Mindanao, and South Thailand.

Two Kinds of Empirical Studies

Before testing existing theories it is desirable to establish a
relatively detailed overview of all armed conflicts  in East Asia
during the period 1945-2009, statistically compare the period
1945-1979 with the period 1980-2009, compare East Asian trends
with trends in other world regions as well as with the global
pattern, distill some main findings, and then eithe r relate them
to the existing theories referred to above or form new ones.

There are two main ways of undertaking such empiric al
studies, both of which are valuable, and which shou ld be pur-
sued in parallel so they can stimulate each other. One is statisti-
cal while the other is the historical case study. ªHistorical case
studyº does not refer here to a study of representative cases of a
large sample but instead to studies of each and every case on an
individual basis, thus leading to a synthetic analy sis with the
aim to establish shared as well as diverging patterns. The statis-
tical analyst will wish to separate the history of armed conflict in
East Asia into a number of quantifiable entities, such as ªarmed
conflicts,º ªconflict years,º or ªconflict dyadsº a nd then corre-
late them with other factors such as ªtrade,º ªfore ign direct
investment (FDI),º and ªdemocracy/autocracy,º and s earch for
significant correlations. Goldsmith has made a good start at
using this method and finds that liberal peace theory fits with
the East Asian case if the political side of the theory is left out
and only economic integration through trade is reta ined. He
finds a strong correlation between the absence of warfare on the
one hand and economic growth and regional trade on the other.

In contrast with the statistically-oriented economi st or polit-
ical scientist, the political historian will tend t o discriminate at
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the outset between the more or less salient armed conflicts in
terms of severity and regional ramifications. The h istorian will
examine their start, duration, and ending on a case-by-case
basis, focusing mainly on the most important wars a nd the
biggest or most powerful states, and will then seek to explain
why there were more armed conflicts and far more severe
armed conflicts in 1946-1979 than in 1980-2009. The political his-
torian will, moreover, try to determine certain dec isive moments
or turning points and see if something happened shortly before
that could explain the change or transition to a new state of
affairs. The historian would be open to the possibi lity that a few
key choices, made by named individual leaders on the basis of
their knowledge, attitudes, and perceptions and wit h more or
less clear intentions, could have played a determining role.

When Came the Peace?

In order to explain how East Asia could become so relative-
ly peaceful, it is important to know when the peace  started in
order to define as precisely as possible the ªonset of peace,º in
the same way that researchers do when explaining an outbreak
of war. It shall be argued here that the East Asian Peace cannot
be explained through a simple comparison of the per iods before
and after 1979, but must be studied as the cumulative effect of
significant changes in the region and its relationship to the Unit-
ed States well before 1979 as well as afterward.

If we look at the statistical figures above, it wou ld seem that
1979 was the great watershed. It certainly was for China, and
not simply because 1979 was the year when the People's Repub-
lic normalized its relations with the United States . Mao Zedong
always relied on violence, both in theory and in pr actice. He
believed in violent revolution, he engaged China on  the side of
North Korea in 1950, he provided considerable support to the
Viet Minh and later North Vietnam in its armed stru ggle as well
as to other insurgent movements, he worked on the assumption
that World War III was inevitable, and he provoked a war with
the Soviet Union in 1969. Once Deng Xiaoping consolidated
power in his own hands and saw the disastrous effects of the
punitive expedition he ordered against Vietnam in e arly 1979,
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he settled for a different policy of prioritizing e conomic growth,
seeking to avoid armed conflict, and allying China with the
West in its confrontation with the Soviet Union. Hi s successors
would continue his economy-first policy and resolve  a number
of border disputes, while also modernizing China's military
forces. China has upheld a policy of repressing democratic dis-
sent, reacting violently to any outburst of protest  movements
among the Tibetans or Uighurs against Han Chinese domina-
tion, and obligating itself by law to attack Taiwan  if it declares
its independence. Still, it is noticeable that China has not fought
a single war for thirty years. 22 Therefore, 1979 was certainly the
turning point for China on its way from war to rela tive peace.
Because of China's size and importance, the year 1979 is there-
fore the best candidate for being considered as the turning point
for the region as a whole.

However, if we set China aside, we have already seen that
the other countries in the region made their transi tions at other
times. The East Asian Peace after 1979 should therefore be seen
as the cumulative effect of changes that had started much earlier.
Japan's transition happened as a consequence of its defeat in
World War II, which compromised the country's forme r mili-
tarism, not just internationally but also in the vi ew of much of
Japan's own population. Japan adopted its ªpeace constitutionº
in 1947 with its famous Article 9 where Japan renounced the use of
war so it could not later engage in any military ac tivities outside of
its own territory and could retain only a Self-Defe nse Force. In
1951, when signing the San Francisco Peace Treaty with the
allied powers in World War II, Japan also signed a bilateral
security treaty with the United States in which its  only military
obligation was to defend its own territory. Once al lowed by the
U.S. occupation authorities to reinstate its efficient economic
institutions from before the war, the Japanese political and busi-
ness elite could concentrate on perfecting its ªcapitalism from
aboveº and generate the economic ªmiracleº that characterized
the 1960s and 1970s. Since 1945, Japanese troops have not taken
part directly in any war, although there has been m ounting
political pressure for Japan to participate in Unit ed Nations
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peacekeeping operations or UN-sanctioned coalition warfare. In
2008-2009, both Japan and China sent naval forces to the waters
off Somalia to escort ships and protect them against pirates.

In Korea, the first turning point was the armistice  agree-
ment in 1953, although it did not formally end the state of war
(which is still on). Korea may be difficult to incl ude in an analy-
sis of the East Asian Peace since it remains divided between an
impoverished, heavily militarized North and an also  heavily
militarized but economically successful South. What  needs to be
explored is how the turn to more peace in the region has influ-
enced the Korean issue and how it can be that North Korea
never managed to shift to a capitalist mode of development and
to a more pro-Western stance in its foreign policy, thus stagnat-
ing while the former comrades in China and Vietnam modern-
ized. It would seem that a turning point had come w hen both
North and South Korea joined the United Nations in 1991 while
keeping national unity as their long-term aim. Inst ead, there was
renewed tension and a disastrous famine in the Nort h. Yet
another possible turning point was South Korea's sw itch to the
so-called ªsunshine policyº in 1999, leading to the first summit
of the South Korean and North Korean leaders in June 2000. But,
once again, this did not lead to any radical shift in North Korea's
policy. North Korea is an aberration that needs to be treated as
such in the context of explaining the larger East Asian Peace.

For insular Southeast Asia, Indonesia had a clearly pacify-
ing effect on regional and international relations when General
Suharto assumed power in 1965-1967. Internally however, rather
the opposite was the case. The change from Sukarno to Suharto
happened in reaction to a violent coup and led to a massacre of
the Indonesian communists and sympathizers. Suharto's New
Order was based on an ideology that emphasized a national
struggle against two internal enemies: communism and Islamist
separatism. Internally, Suharto's regime was extremely violent
and repressive, while it sought peace and stability  externally.
However, since international power relations did no t prevent it
at the time, Indonesia seized the chance to occupy and annex
East Timor after it slipped away from Portuguese co lonialism in
1975.

However, Suharto also undertook two other changes in rela-
tion to his predecessor's policy. He applied polici es geared to stim-
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ulate export-driven economic growth. He realigned I ndonesia's
foreign policy with Japan and the United States, and notably rec-
onciled Indonesia with its main neighbors, called o ff Sukarno's
policy of Konfrontasiagainst the newly created Malaysian federa-
tion, and joined with Singapore, Thailand, Malaysia , and the
Philippines to found ASEAN in 1967. In 1971, ASEAN officially
declared a Zone of Peace, Freedom, and Neutrality (ZOPFAN) in
Southeast Asia, leading to the ªASEAN Way.º The tra nsition to
more internal peace in Indonesia came much later as an after-effect
of the democratic transition in 1998. Significant breakthroughs
were the withdrawal from East Timor in 1999 and the  peace agree-
ment with the Aceh liberation movement GAM in 2005.

And, as mentioned, Vietnam only really joined the E ast Asian
Peace when it withdrew from Cambodia in 1989 and th us allowed
the stage to be set for the Paris Peace Agreement on Cambodia
in 1991. This paved the way for Vietnamese, Laotian, Cambodian,
and Myanmar's membership in ASEAN and for sustained  eco-
nomic growth and poverty reduction in Vietnam itsel f. The pri-
ority shift in Hanoi during the ªDoi Moiº reforms i n 1986-1989
may perhaps be the most interesting of all to study  from the
point of view of theories of learning, since the Vi etnamese deci-
sion makers could draw lessons from the experiences of Japan,
Indonesia, South Korea, and China when formulating their own
new policies.

Hence, the onset of the East Asian Peace could be seen to
have happened in several stages. Each stage could be studied
separately and, in addition, be related to the others in order to
explain the peaceful outcome.

How Deep Is the Peace?

In order to explain the East Asian Peace it is also essential to
establish its quality, or ªdepth.º The shallowest k ind of peace
would be a ªmilitarized disputeº based on deterrenc e, such as
between the two Koreas. Internally, a shallow peace would be
peace based on heavy repression such as in North Korea (if this
can be called ªpeaceº at all). Another kind of shallow peace is
one with acute and active conflict, but where only one party
(normally the government) has access to arms. This is the case,
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for instance, when an unarmed insurgency either leads to
regime change or is being repressed without anyone being killed.
Peace must also be said to be shallow if it is based primarily on
conflict avoidance with the shelving of disputes un til some later
time when the chances are better for realizing one's aims,
although this may be contested by constructivist pr oponents of
emphasizing ªprocessº rather than ªcontent.º A deep  peace may
be found where institutional or norm-based mechanis ms are in
place, allowing conflicts to be handled or played o ut non-vio-
lently within an institutional framework that is ge nerally recog-
nized as legitimate by all the parties involved. Th is may be the
case both on the domestic level and in bilateral as well as region-
al relations among states. It is also possible to imagine an even
deeper, consensual peace based on complete harmony where
mutual trust is so high that there is no conflict a t all, or where all
members of society respect their leaders so much that they fully
accept their decisions. Realistically, such peace is only possible,
if at all, within very small social units. If peace  is defined as
complete harmony on the national or international l evel, then
ªpeaceº may easily be turned on its head and serve as a ratio-
nale for repressive policies.

It is not easy to adequately measure the depth or quality of
peacefulness, but without an attempt to do so, research seeking
to explain a certain state of peace may itself become shallow.

Conclusion

This article has presented a case for undertaking substantial
research into the relative peace in East Asia since 1979, with a
view to explaining it and establishing under what c ircumstances
it may be sustainable in the period ahead. The dependent vari-
able in this research, which must include both inte rnational and
internal armed conflicts, is ªpeacefulness.º The most immediate
or easiest quantifiable indicators of peacefulness are the number
of armed conflicts and the number of people killed in armed
conflict as well as in one-sided violence conducted by states and
armed groups (massacres, repression). Researchers should seek
to refine and increase the availability of data on these measures
as well as seek to establish other measurable indicators, for
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instance of unresolved, militarized disputes. A key  task in the
explanatory endeavor will be to establish when the East Asian
Peace began, if it ªbroke outº at a given point in time such as
after the Sino-Vietnamese war in 1979 or after the Vietnamese
withdrawal from Cambodia in 1989, or if it was esta blished
incrementally as a result of change within differen t countries at
different points of time.

Another key task is to establish the ªdepthº or ªqu alityº of
the East Asian Peace. To what extent is it due to deterrence and
repression? To what extent has it become embedded in institu-
tional mechanisms of conflict management or resolut ion? To
what extent is it based on trust or a shared dedication to war
avoidance?

The research should be comprehensive and include all the
most relevant theoretical approaches in the social sciences, but
the aim should not just be to establish an eclectic explanatory
framework by compiling elements of all existing the ories.
Instead, we should critically examine and test each theory, thus
arriving at conclusions as to which has the strongest explanatory
power. Among the independent variables that need to  be taken
into account are power, military capability, allian ce patterns,
economic integration, national and international in stitutions,
informal political networks, norms, discourses, and  intentions.

When examining the respective role of these variables, a key
challenge is not just to correlate them with indica tors of armed
conflict, but to determine to what extent each vari able underwent
significant change prior to the onset of peace. Another challenge
is to establish if the same variables can explain internal and
international peace or if we need different kinds o f explanatory
frameworks for internal civil peace and peace among states.

It will be important to relate the research to ongo ing politi-
cal debates on what it may take to keep the peace in a situation
of global economic crisis and a shift of global pow er from West
to East.
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