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A Constructivist Interpretation
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If one looks at interstate relations in the East Asian region from a conventional
International Relations theory perspective—Neorealism1 and Neoliberalism2—
one is bound to be simultaneously intrigued and puzzled. On the one hand
some aspects of regional politics appear to bear out, at least on a superficial level,
the predictions these mainstream approaches might make. For instance, Neore-
alist theorists may find comfort in the evidence of a growing rivalry between the
United States and the People’s Republic of China; whatever the fate of great
power competition in the Atlantic region, the potential for hegemonic conflict
appears to be alive and well in Asia-Pacific. Likewise Neoliberal institutionalists
can note with satisfaction the proliferation of international institutions in the
Asian region, most notably in the economic sphere, but—as predicted by the
standard Neoliberal model—they increasingly spill over into other areas as well.3

On closer examination, however important aspects of interstate relations in
the region do not fit the Neoliberal and Neorealist paradigms at all well. For in-
stance, from a Neorealist perspective it is difficult to account for Japan’s pro-
nounced unwillingness to pursue a political-military role commensurate with
its considerable economic power.4 Likewise, Neoliberal institutionalists and
Neorealists alike should be perturbed by the People’s Republic of China’s
(PRC) readiness to risk a military confrontation with the United States over Tai-
wan despite the overwhelming preponderance of American maritime and



strategic power in the Pacific and despite the damage that such a belligerent
policy inflicts on China’s international image and the possibilities for interna-
tional cooperation. Equally perplexing are the severe difficulties that Japan and
South Korea have in cooperating militarily, despite their many common eco-
nomic and security interests.5 Japan’s unwillingness or inability to participate
even in a token form in the Gulf War poses a puzzle to both Neoliberal and
Neorealist theories since Japan’s failure to do so posed a threat to the multilat-
eral institutions upon which it has come to depend.6

In short, East Asian regional affairs have been characterized by less great
power tension than a classical Neorealist account might suggests.7 At the same
time the potential for conflict and the obstacles to cooperation are greater than
what a Neoliberal institutionalist or a more moderate “defensive Realist” might
expect, as anyone who has spent time in the region or has discussed security is-
sues with experts form the region soon comes to realize.8

This essay argues that the problem with standard accounts of regional rela-
tions is that they neglect the way in which the structural, material forces em-
phasized by both Realism and Neoliberalism are mediated by cultural-
ideational factors.9 The primary source of the tensions that trouble the Asian
region today are rooted not in their geo-strategic environment, their level of po-
litical economic development, or the character of the international institutions
in which they are embedded. Rather they are the products of deep-rooted his-
torically based suspicions and animosities, frustrated nationalism, and distinct
conceptions of national identity and their differing understanding of the na-
tional mission in international affairs.

This is not to say that such Realist or Neoliberal factors as the balance of
power or opportunities for interstate cooperation are irrelevant to the study of
region. East Asian governments are keenly sensitive to shifts in the military
balance, and are actively engaged in building international institutions in
order to improve coordination on issues such as trade and the environment.
However, the ways in which Asian nations in the region perceive and re-
spond to these threats and opportunities are strongly conditioned by the man-
ner in which these issues are defined in the context of their domestic politi-
cal cultures.

In order to explore this dimension of East Asian regional affairs, this essay
draws on a third theoretical approach that recently has emerged (or reemerged)
in the field of International Relations, the so-called Constructivist school. Con-
structivism seeks to go beyond the narrow, rational-actor premises of Neoreal-
ism and Neoliberalism by problematizing aspects of the international system
that traditionally have been largely ignored or taken for granted. In particular
Constructivists focus on the ways in which state identity and interests are con-
structed through social-political processes that are only partially explainable
within the rational-actor analytical framework.10
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The main thesis this essay advances is that the stability of the Asian Pacific
region in decades has to be attributed to the emergence of a far-reaching con-
sensus among major countries in the region that economic development should
be the overreaching national objective. The reasons for the emergence of this
consensus—associated with the rise of what has been called the “East Asian de-
velopmental State”11—vary from country to country and are closely linked to
historically contingent factors. The fact remains that the consensus on growth
has become strongly institutionalized in their domestic political systems and
has come to serve as the primary basis of governmental legitimacy. Conse-
quently, East Asian nations—with the notable exception of North Korea—have
chosen to set aside their traditional political-military rivalries and focus on a
more cooperative pattern of relations, at least in the economic sphere.

Unlike Western Europe, however, this decision rested not upon a common
sense of identity and (with the important exception of Japan) a profound long-
ing for peace.12 Asian regional cooperation has been much narrower in charac-
ter and based on largely instrumental considerations. Consequently, regional
cooperation is far more fragile in Asia than in Western Europe. Moreover, there
exist various domestic cleavages in the region surrounding issues of national
identity (Taiwan, Korea) and historically driven animosities (between the PRC
and Japan and between Japan and South Korea) that sharply limit the prospects
for cooperation and threatens to destabilize regional security. The recent sharp
economic downturn in the region may greatly exacerbate these tensions as it
casts into doubt the entire economic and political paradigm on which the exist-
ing East Asian order is based. In sum, viewing East Asian affairs through con-
structivist lenses brings into sharp relief some of the underlying sources of ten-
sion in the region and suggests that it may be far more unstable than either
Neorealist or Neoliberal analyses might lead us to expect.

On the following pages this essay will outline the main features of the Con-
structivist approach to international relations and suggest some ways in which it
might be applied to the analysis of East Asian regional affairs. The essay then
briefly examines the domestic contexts of interstate relations, focusing in partic-
ular on the ways in which defense and foreign policy issues are framed in the
public debate and linked to national identity and historically based understand-
ings of the international system. Finally the essay concludes with some general
reflections on the relative utility of the constructivist approach and the future of
the region.

CONSTRUCTIVISM AND REGIONAL RELATIONS

Constructivism, like Realism and Liberalism, is not so much a specific theory
per se as a broader theoretical approach to the analysis of politics in general.
Many disparate and even contending schools of thought have been associated
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with constructivism in international relations, including Critical Theory,13 Post-
Modernism,14 Feminist IR theory,15 and a less clearly defined, but fast growing
school of what can be labeled interpretivists.16 What these various schools of
thought share in common is a view of human behavior, including state actions,
as being fundamentally shaped by socially shared understandings of the world,
both in terms of how the world is and in terms of the ways it should be.17 Cen-
tral to such understandings are actor identity and actor interests.

These understandings—which can be called cultures, mentalités, or dis-
courses—are not simply subjective reflections of an objective, material reality,
but rather emerge out of social interaction processes—through socialization,
debate, and sometimes coercion. The particular cognitive lenses with which ac-
tors are endowed thus mediate the material world, including such features as
the balance of military power or opportunities for trade and cooperation. As
Alexander Wendt put it, “anarchy is what states make of it.”18 In the interest of
theoretical even handedness one can make the same point with reference to
conditions of complex interdependence.

From the constructivist perspective it is therefore impossible to analyze po-
litical behavior merely by examining the material-structural context in which
actors find themselves. It is incumbent upon the social-scientific investigator to
enter into the ideational and cultural world of his or her research subjects,
seeking to uncover the meanings that they give to their actions and how the
ideas and behavior of various actors then interact to produce outcomes. The
method used is essentially a Weberian one of interpretation and understanding
(verstehen).19

Three common misconceptions regarding the constructivist approach need to
be briefly addressed. The first relates to the impression held by many commenta-
tors that constructivism is inherently associated with a progressive view of human
affairs, along the lines of the Idealists so excoriated by an earlier generation of in-
ternational relations scholars such as E. H. Carr.20 In fact, the ways in which actor
identity and interests are constructed can have profoundly illiberal consequences.
Nationalism is one such example. Nationalism can be best understood as a par-
ticular socially constructed definition of collective identity that emerged in early
modern Europe that had a profoundly destructive impact on European and world
affairs, fueling interstate conflict, ethnic hatreds, and outright genocide in the first
half of the twentieth century.21 Many of the problems confronting the Asia-Pacific
region today are attributable to similar kinds of forces.

A second common assumption holds that constructivism is fundamentally
opposed to rational actor models of human behavior. This assumption sets up a
false dichotomy between culture and rationality that obscures the extent to
which the two are interlinked. Rationality can best be understood as a mode of
cognition and standard for action whose application is itself culturally deter-
mined. On a certain level all actors at all times are acting rationally, even 
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as they pursue goals that are in large measure determined by the particular roles
they have been given in society and within constraints of the culture in which
they are embedded.22 It should be taken as a given that Asian nations are sensi-
tive to shifts in the balance of power and opportunities for cooperation and de-
sign their foreign policies accordingly. What goals they chose to pursue and how
they assess the risks of their actions, however, is not.

Finally, in a similar vein, it would be a mistake to see constructivism as an
approach to international relations that is necessarily at odds with Neorealist
and Neoliberal understandings of international relations. From a Constructivist
perspective both Neorealism and Neoliberalism are possible ways in which the
international system may be structured by actors, and the predictions that either
approach makes regarding the future of interstate behavior may prove correct.
Constructivism maintains, however, that these responses are neither the in-
evitable result of the anarchic character of the international system and the dis-
tribution of power within it, nor are they the necessary byproduct of the emerg-
ing patterns of economic and other forms of interstate interaction that have
been institutionalized through the creation of international rules and norms.
Rather, these material factors are mediated by the actors’ culturally derived cog-
nitive lenses, which determine how the actor interprets these factors and how
they chose to respond to them.23

Given the variable nature of cultures and collectively held understandings it
would be futile to try to define a single, cookie-cutter methodological approach
to investigating ideational-cultural structures. Rather, it is possible to speak of a
number of common empirical tasks and methodological problems that re-
searchers working within an interpretive framework need to perform. Three in
particular will be focused on here: the identification of the relevant realm of dis-
course; the analysis of the actual contents of these discourses; and finally an ex-
ploration of their underlying inner dynamics.

The first task involves identifying those societal beliefs and values that are
relevant to the particular set of behaviors or practices that the investigator is try-
ing to explain.24 In contrast to earlier generations of scholarship, which tended
to see culture as discrete and monolithic, contemporary scholars emphasize
that groups and individuals participate in a variety of different social contexts,25

each of which may expose them to quite disparate, even contending, sets of
ideas and beliefs about the world.

Constructivists investigating the practices of a given political actor or group
of actors thus need to be sensitive to the extent to which those practices emerge
out of a interactive process occurring between different subgroups within 
a given society—each of whom may hold very different conceptions of state
identity and state interest—and the extent to which those ideas and behaviors
emerge out of communicative processes that transcend the boundaries of 
the state and may be regional or even global in nature.26 To put it differently,
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the Constructivist analyst must first ask, what are the relevant social interactions
driving actor behavior?

Second, the analyst must examine the actual contents of the relevant belief
systems. How do the actors understand the situationconfronting them? What is
their understanding of how the international system works (which necessarily is
rooted in their particular interpretation of history)?27 What do they understand
their interests to be? Such cognitive artifacts are not only impossible to measure
directly, but often are highly ambiguous and contested in nature.28 In addition,
the putative reasons given for any course of action may not be the real ones, ei-
ther because of deliberate attempts at deception, because reasons are appended
in a post-hoc fashion, or because the actors themselves may be unclear as to
their motivations or the reasons for their actions. As a result, any statement ana-
lysts make with regard to the link between beliefs and action must itself be
treated as a hypothesis and tested in a variety of contexts over time.

Finally, the social scientist must be sensitive to the issue of cultural change
and evolution. Some types of belief systems may be highly stable over time and
undergo little change. Evidence suggests, however, that many aspects of a belief
system evolve constantly in response to internal dynamics within a particular
universe of discourse and as a result of interactions with the outside world. In
order to avoid falling into the trap of using cultural explanations as a post-hoc,
tautological form of explanation,29 while remaining open to the possibility of
change, the analyst must be able to specify why changes in the existing patterns
of beliefs occur and trace the process by which such changes take place.

In sum, in order to arrive at an explanation for any particular set of state poli-
cies or practices the Constructivist approach requires the investigator to engage
in a sustained investigation of the debates surrounding those practices within
the community of relevant policymaking actors and to place those debates in
the context of the broader societal discourses in domestic and international pol-
itics. Such an effort, daunting enough in the context of a single country, obvi-
ously is nearly impossible to achieve for an entire region, and would require far
more space than allowed for in a single essay. The following is intended simply
as a suggestive first stab toward drawing a more comprehensive picture of the
way in which constructivist factors influence international relations in contem-
porary East Asia.

the foreign policy consequences of the rise 

of the east asian developmental state

In surveying the contemporary situation in the East Asian region, it is possi-
ble to identify three sets of cultural-ideational factors that appear to be of partic-
ular significance for interstate relations. The first is the emergence of a general
consensus in the countries in the region giving priority to economic growth and
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development over the pursuit of political-military power. The second is the
power of conflicting nationalism on the Korean peninsula and in the Taiwan
Straits. Third and finally there are the diverse and mutually reinforcing fears,
prejudices, and historically based animosities among China, Korea and Japan
which encourage a sense of military insecurity among them and hamper efforts
at cooperation in the military sphere. This section, and the two to follow, ex-
plore each of these group of variables in turn.

A single-minded focus on economic growth and development has been one
of the dominant characteristics of Asian affairs since the late nineteenth cen-
tury. Originally, however, economic growth was valued as the necessary com-
plement to military power, rather than as an end in and of itself. After being
forced out of their self-imposed isolationist stances in the first part of the nine-
teenth century, Asian countries, beginning with Meiji Japan, were intent on
building a “rich nation, strong army” (Fukokuky-hei) in order to avoid being
gobbled up by the Western Imperial powers. The fundamental view of interna-
tional relations, in Japan and elsewhere, remained very much “Realist” in its
emphasis on security concerns, and was reinforced by the balance-of-power
thinking that dominated Europe at the time.30

After World War II, this basically instrumental approach to economic power
was gradually displaced by a view of economic development as being of at least
equal, or of even greater importance than the development of political-military
power. The way in which this point of view developed, however, varied consid-
erably from country to country.

The first nation in which this fundamental shift in thinking took place was
Japan. Defeated, disarmed, and occupied by the western powers and the United
States, Japan in 1945 was in no position to pursue political-military power. The
Imperial elite, and in particular the members of the Japanese military establish-
ment, had been discredited by the disastrous defeat, and the prewar militarist
ideology was widely rejected. The United States, including the famous clause—
Article 9—in which Japan foreswore the right to use military means to pursue
foreign policy objectives, imposed a new constitution on Japan.31

Although of foreign origin, Article 9 was embraced by many in Japan, both
on the idealistic left, but also by many in the Japanese political mainstream who
developed a nearly pathological fear of the military as a potential threat to de-
mocracy. After having experienced its own military running amok in the 1930s
and 40s, and fearing that right-wing elements in Japanese politics might once
again make use of a foreign crisis to overturn the nation’s fragile democracy,
many Japanese were concerned with finding ways of containing the new, post-
war defense establishment.32

This underlying fear of the military has remained strong into the present era.
For instance, in 1988, when the Iran-Iraq war threatened to cut off the flow of oil
from the Persian Gulf, it was the old conservative stalwart Gotoda Masaharu—
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former Vice Minister of the Japanese Police Agency, implacable advocate of the
death penalty, and one of the chief architects of deregulation of the Japanese
economy in the 1980s—who was instrumental in preventing the dispatch of Jap-
anese minesweepers. Likewise, during the Persian Gulf War of 1991–92, the Lib-
eral Democratic Prime Minister of the time (Kaifu Toshiki) refused to allow
military personnel to report directly to the cabinet for the first six months after
the outbreak of the war for fear that civilian leaders might be “contaminated” by
militarist thinking.33 There are probably few countries in the world today who
would deliberately cut themselves off from the advice of their own military ex-
perts in the midst of a major national security crisis.

During the 1950s fierce ideological battles were waged over the issue of de-
fense and national security between the left, which advocated a stance of
complete, unarmed neutrality, and the right, which was intent on restoring
Japan as a great military power.34 The uneasy compromise that emerged out of
these struggles was a minimally armed Japan aligned with the West for the
purpose of its own territorial defense, but refusing to take on a broader re-
gional security role. Defense came to be widely viewed as the “third rail” of
Japanese politics, and Japan’s ruling conservative politicians generally pre-
ferred to focus on economic development. If Japan was to be neither the great
military power that it had aspired to be in the prewar period, nor to accept the
role of an unarmed, neutral “peace nation” advocated by the left during the
postwar, than at least it could be a great economic power—a “merchant na-
tion” (Shonin Kokka), to use the phrase originally invoked by the conservative
Prime Minister Yoshida Shigeru.

Over time this view of Japan’s national mission solidified and gained in-
creased legitimacy among both the Japanese public and political elites. In the
1980s the Japanese government codified this view by officially adopting the con-
cept of “Comprehensive Security.” National security was no longer seen as
merely a matter of defending against military threats, but was now redefined to
embrace a broad range of goals, including strengthening U.S.-Japanese rela-
tions, fostering diplomatic and economic ties with Japan’s Asian neighbors in
the Asia-Pacific, ensuring energy security, guaranteeing the supply of food, and
contributing to global progress through overseas development assistance.35

Underlying this shift in policy was a deeper shift in national identity. In the
prewar period Japan had taken pride in its martial heritage, in the tradition of
the Samurai and Bushido. It was Japan’s warrior spirit that distinguished it from
other nations and was regarded as the source of its national power. By the early
1980s, however, Japanese commentators and politicians increasingly stressed
the nation’s economic prowess and the supposedly unique cultural features of
the Japanese people, which had made Japan’s postwar economic accomplish-
ments possible. So far-reaching was this cognitive transformation that increas-
ingly Japanese intellectuals and policymakers began to deny Japan’s martial past
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altogether. They maintained that Japan differed fundamentally from other parts
of the world in being an island nation that had never undergone the successive
waves of conquest experienced elsewhere. As a result, even sophisticated and
hard-nosed analysts of international affairs such as former Ambassador Okazaki
Hisahiko argued that the Japanese people as such were peculiarly unsuited at
the game of power politics as practiced by the rest of the world.36

In short, the peculiarly modest approach to defense and foreign policy that
had been forced upon Japan by the United States and bitterly contested in the
1940s and 50s, by the 1980s had become the basis of a broader philosophy of in-
ternational relations and was firmly anchored in a new understanding of Japa-
nese national identity. Military weakness and dependency on the United States
was not merely tolerated, but had come to be widely viewed as preferable to any
of the likely alternatives. As a result, even after the constraints of the cold war
fell away, public opinion data suggested that the country Japan most wished to
emulate was Switzerland, even though Japan has a population of a 125 million
compared to Switzerland’s 7 million and the nations’ geopolitical circum-
stances could hardly be more dissimilar.

The shift in the attitudes of other East Asian nations toward national secu-
rity came at a later date, and has not been accompanied by as far-reaching
transformations in their national self-understandings as has been the case in
Japan. Nonetheless, substantial changes in attitudes and national priorities
are discernible in virtually all of the major East Asian powers and are an-
chored in the shifting basis of regime legitimacy from ideological purity to
economic performance.

South Korea and Taiwan began the cold war as embattled authoritarian
regimes ruling over divided nations and confronted with massive security
threats posed by their Communist neighbors. Fierce anti-communism com-
bined with equally fierce postcolonial nationalism was the ideological message
that South Korean President Synghman Rhee and Taiwanese dictator Chiang
Kai-shek sought to propagate. A permanent state of crisis was maintained in
both countries (martial law in Taiwan was lifted only in 1987) while all national
energies were mobilized in preparation for a widely expected renewal of mili-
tary hostilities. Not until well into the 1960s did South Korean and Taiwanese
leaders abandon hope for a military defeat of their Communist rivals.37 While
fears of Communist attacks had very real foundations, the authoritarian rulers
in South Korea and Taiwan to justify the suppression of internal dissent also ex-
ploited them.

The domestic and foreign policies of the PRC and North Korea in many re-
spects presented a mirror image of the situation in Taiwan and South Korea.
Harsh, dictatorial regimes mobilized their populations for potential conflict by
exploiting nationalist longings for reunification and popular fear of foreign in-
vasion.38 While there were very real differences between the two sides in terms
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of the ideological basis and the character of their regimes (among other things,
the Communist systems in the North and on the Chinese Mainland proved
much more destructive of human life and values than their authoritarian coun-
terparts), there were striking similarities between them.

This harshly competitive, militarily oriented approach to international af-
fairs gradually came to an end in the late 1970s and 1980s. In China the key shift
came in 1978, after the forces of technocratic reform under Deng Xiaoping de-
cisively defeated those elements in the Chinese political system that sought to
perpetuate the Maoist revolutionary legacy. After twenty years of disastrous ex-
periences with “putting politics in command” of the economy,39 the new lead-
ership was determined to rebuild the nation’s economic strength and put an end
to the destructive ideological mobilization campaigns that had characterized
the Maoist period. Domestically this meant the gradual reintroduction of mar-
ket mechanisms into the Chinese economy. Internationally it led to an intensi-
fication of economic ties with the outside world, as the PRC began to actively
pursue trade with the West and to court foreign investment.40

The implications for Chinese foreign policy, and for regional affairs in gen-
eral, were far reaching.41 Whereas in the past China had frequent confronta-
tional encounters with its neighbors (the PRC is the only country in the world
which has deliberately attacked the forces of not one, but both nuclear super-
powers—the United States in Korea and the Soviet Union along the Amur-
Assuri River), in the 1980s—especially after 1982, it shifted to a far more cooper-
ative stance to international relations.

This does not mean that China’s leaders had turned into dewy-eyed idealists.
On the contrary, most observers maintain that the PRC continued to view the
world through largely Realist lenses.42 At the same time, however, the Chinese
leadership became increasingly technocratic in character, and came to be made
up largely of pragmatic economic bureaucrats. For the first time after the changes
in the Standing Committee of the Politburo in 1998 the highest level of Chinese
government did not include a single member of the Chinese armed forces.43

With the decline in the strength of Communist ideology, the CCP (Chinese
Communist Party) increasingly came to rely for legitimacy on its economic per-
formance and its ability to increase the national living standard. Having declared
that “to get rich is glorious,” the Chinese leadership’s ability to use ideology to mo-
bilize the population militarily has no doubt declined significantly.

In South Korea and Taiwan as well, changes in the political regime have
been accompanied by a changing outlook on international relations. During
the second half of the 1980s South Korea under Roh Tae Woo and Taiwan
under Lee Teng Hui underwent remarkable transitions toward democracy. The
reasons for these developments are complex and need not be explored here.44

What is important to note is that in both countries the shift toward democracy
was closely associated with moves toward more conciliatory relations with their
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neighbors and engagement with potential adversaries through trade and invest-
ment.45 While there remained considerable anxiety in some quarters regarding
these moves, they enjoyed strong overall domestic political support.

Although this new emphasis on economic engagement was based on primar-
ily instrumental calculations of national interest, they also contained a strong
normative element. The shift toward engagement in South Korea and Taiwan
was seen to be intrinsically linked to the liberalization of their domestic political
systems. Distrust of Communism remained strong. At the same time there was
wide spread suspicion—already long-held by members of the Korean and Tai-
wanese left—that calls for hard-line policies were tied, directly or indirectly, to
conservative efforts to contain, if not roll back, liberal reforms, much in the
same way that Japanese liberals suspected that calls for Japan to take on a larger
military role could lead to a revival of militarism.

The reasons behind the shift toward increased reliance on economic tools of
foreign policy are thus many and complex and vary from country to country.
Nonetheless, taken together they had a number of important consequences for
the development of interstate relations in the region. East Asian countries after
1978 have become increasingly preoccupied with the pursuit of economic de-
velopment over and against the classical political military competition and
ideological rivalry. Domestic political legitimacy has come to rest increasingly
in these countries on their ability to fulfill the expectations of high growth and
domestic stability that they have promised, making the diversion of scarce re-
sources to costly foreign policy ventures a risky enterprise.

This development represents a novum in regional affairs that cannot be eas-
ily explicable through the reference to standard Realist or Neoliberal theoreti-
cal models of the international system. Prior to the spread of the post-1945 De-
velopment State model in the region, Asia had been beset by classical
balance-of-power rivalries. Before the Second World War East Asia witnessed re-
peated great power clashes, culminating in the savagery of the Japanese inva-
sion of China and the brutal American-Japanese war in the Pacific. Conflict
and strife similarly beset the first few decades after 1945. In addition to the Ko-
rean and Vietnamese wars there had been low-intensity conflicts involving Aus-
tralia, Malaysia, and Indonesia in the 1950s to mid 1960s, the Sino-Soviet con-
frontation of 1969–1970, the Vietnamese invasion of Laos and Cambodia in
1978, and the subsequent Chinese attack on Vietnam, as well as numerous mil-
itary crises and savage internal conflicts which often involved some degree of
external involvement. Not counting the victims of the wars of colonial indepen-
dence and such largely internal conflicts as the guerrilla conflicts in Indonesia
or Malaysia, in all as many as 5 million people lost their lives as a result of inter-
state violence, and at least three times—during the Korean war, the Vietnam
War, and the Sino-Soviet conflict—serious consideration was given to the use of
nuclear weapons.
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Since 1978, while tensions have certainly continued to simmer, there has
been a remarkable decline in actual armed conflict in the region. This shift is at
least in part attributable to the settling of the decolonialization process and the
creation of stable domestic political regimes throughout the region. Yet equally
as important, however, has been the increased emphasis placed by the major re-
gional powers on economic performance over the development of political mil-
itary power.

A Neorealist might be inclined to argue that this increased emphasis on eco-
nomic development was largely a consequence of the predominance of Ameri-
can military power in the region. Countries aligned with the United States such
as Japan, Korea, and Taiwan could afford to concentrate on economic develop-
ment while in effect enjoying a free ride on a security order provided at Ameri-
can expense. The PRC, for its part, chose to accept American hegemony for the
time being in order to build up its economy so as to be able to possibly chal-
lenge the United States at a later point.

Contrary to the expectations of Neorealist theory, however, this redefinition
of the national interest took place despite fundamental, and largely unexpected,
shifts in the balance of power, from the bipolar world of the late 1970s through
a brief period of apparently increased multipolar fluidity in the late 1980s and
early 1990s to the de facto unipolar situation that obtains in the region today.
While the United States remained the predominant maritime power in the re-
gion, at numerous points American power and commitment appeared to wane
and waver. The shift toward giving priority to economic growth, however, con-
tinued unabated, regardless of the fluctuations in the distribution of power in
the international system.

A Neoliberal institutionalist might argue that the increased emphasis on eco-
nomic growth was the natural result of the increased sophistication and interde-
pendence of the regions’ economies as well as of the proliferation of interna-
tional institutions that permit increased cooperation. These developments,
however, occurred after the shift in actor interests and arguably were a reflection,
not a cause, of the fundamental ideational shift taking place in the Asian region.

THE POWER OF NATIONALISM

While certain ideational-cultural developments in the East Asian region have
increased stability in the region, others continue to act as considerable, even
growing, sources of tension, one of the most readily apparent of which is the
clash of nationalism on the Korean peninsula and in the Straits of Taiwan.
From the perspective of structural IR theory there is no reason to assume that
the North Korean regime should be tempted to risk an attack on the South. The
balance of power overwhelmingly favors the United States and South Korea, es-
pecially since there is little prospect that China or Russia would come to the aid
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of the North in the event of its making the first aggressive move. The chances of
a military victory appear dim at best, and the risk of an escalation of hostilities
that could destroy the regime in the North would seem large.46

From a Neoliberal point of view, in the long-term cooperation with the
South could offer considerable economic rewards. With careful management
of its external ties, the North Korean regime might well manage to sustain itself
for decades to come.47 Yet, the North continues to engage in highly provocative
and risky actions that appear to be motivated by a deep-seated commitment to
achieving national unity on its own terms, whatever the costs.48

In the case of Taiwan and China we are confronted with a case of two appar-
ently irreconcilable nationalisms which, if anything, are growing in strength
and virulence with each passing year. Although the Nationalist Kuomintang
(KMT) government of Taiwan continues to maintain that Taiwan is an integral
part of the Mainland, for the majority of the Taiwanese population unification
with the motherland is at best a long-term objective of relatively low priority,
and at worst an immediate threat to the nation’s hard-earned liberty and pros-
perity. Moreover, a substantial portion of the Taiwanese population supports an
outright break with the country’s historical ties with China and favors the cause
of Taiwanese independence.

For more than forty years the Taiwanese population were denied democracy
and civil liberties because the KMT argued that it represented all of China, of
which Taiwan was but one province. Through a variety of institutional means
the Taiwanese found themselves a political minority in their own country, dom-
inated by an ethnically distinct Mainland elite who controlled all the levers of
political power. As a result, the indigenous democratic movement emerged in
opposition to the myth of national unity. Many Taiwanese, particularly those of
the younger generation, came to feel that democracy in Taiwan could only fi-
nally be consolidated through an outright declaration of independence.49

The political expression of these sentiments is the Democratic People’s Party
(DPP). Over the past decade the DPP has steadily increased its share of the vote
and has won control of many important political institutions. The KMT, for its
part, has chosen to bow to these pressures. Under the leadership of Taiwan-born
Lee Teng Hui the Nationalists have tried to co-opt the Taiwanese nationalist
mood by trying to increase de facto Taiwanese sovereignty without declaring de
jure independence. Under these conditions, it is perfectly conceivable that ei-
ther the DPP eventually will come into office, where it may try to implement its
radical agenda regardless of the foreign policy consequences, or that the KMT
will move so far toward the DPP’s position that from the point of view of an out-
side observer—including the PRC—the differences between the two will ap-
pear irrelevant.

At the same time, as pressures for Taiwanese independence grow, the forces
of emotive nationalism would appear to be on the rise on the Mainland. After
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thirty years of mismanagement and two decades of compromising its Socialist
principles, the CCP’s domestic legitimacy rests on the relatively narrow grounds
of maintaining internal order and achieving high rates of economic growth. In
order to find a new ideological glue to hold a vast and disparate nation together,
in recent years there have been signs of an increased readiness on the part of
Chinese leaders and intellectuals to make use of an emotive, nationalist appeal,
one that focuses on China’s past humiliations at the hands of external powers—
its so-called “Century of humiliation”—and makes the rectification of these
past injustices a central mission of the nation.50 Compounding these sentiments
are suspicions that outside forces may seek to weaken and divide China, peeling
off its peripheral territories—beginning with Taiwan and Tibet—before closing
in to dismember the rest, much as the European powers and Japan did in the in
the nineteenth and the first half of the twentieth centuries. These ideological
trends threaten to make Taiwan a more sensitive issue for China than ever, and
could put China on a collision course with Taiwan, and the United States.

From the point of view of an outside observer, be they either of the Neolib-
eral or a Neorealist persuasion, all three parties to the Taiwanese situation ap-
pear to be behaving in an irrational manner. Why should the PRC threaten mil-
itary action when it has no hope of mounting a successful invasion of the island
and is likely to manage to embroil itself in a potentially dangerous confronta-
tion with the United States? In the long run, if they wait and continue to grow
as they have over the past two decades, they will either become strong enough to
succeed in an attack or the economies of Taiwan and the Mainland will grow so
intertwined that Taiwan will effectively fall into its lap. The KMT as well ap-
pears to be more than a bit delusional if it really believes that it will be able to
absorb all of China on their terms.51 Finally the DPP for its part would appear
foolhardy in its willingness to provoke Taiwan’s giant neighbor by demanding
outright independence.

All three sides, it could be argued, seem to be reasonably well served by the
status quo of de jure unity but de facto division. Yet, within the context of their
respective political cultures, each actor is not only acting in a perfectly rational
manner, but also feels that they have virtually no other option than to behave as
they do.

THE IMPACT OF HISTORICAL MEMORY

Constructivism draws our attention to the power of historical memory. Today,
decades after the end of the War in the Pacific,  the memories of the horrors of
the war, and debates over Japan’s role, remain as vivid as ever. More than ever,
Japanese leaders find themselves under intense pressure to apologize for the
atrocities committed during the war by the Japanese military.52 Controversies
continue to rage over the issue of Japanese compensation for the victims of the
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war,53 and in the United States books about Japanese war crimes and Japan’s al-
leged historical amnesia continue to make the best seller lists.54 Meanwhile, in
Japan itself, a new generation has begun to confront the grim side of the past
more openly.55

Conventional international relations theory tends to discount the impact of
such memories on actual policy behavior. Yet, as almost any researcher who has
done field research in the region can testify, their impact seems almost palpa-
ble. An excellent illustration of the way in which these factors influence na-
tional security policy can seen in the case of Japanese-Korean relations.

From a Realist point of view, security relations between South Korea and
Japan have been determined overwhelmingly by three key factors: the existence
of a clearly defined and very imminent security threat from the North; the latent
security rivalry between Korea and Japan; and the moderating presence of the
two countries’ security relationship with the United States.

Throughout the cold war, the United States, South Korea, and Japan were
united by their common interest in containing Communism in East Asia. For
Seoul, the alliance with the West was a matter of national survival. For Japan’s
ruling conservative elites, denying control of the strategic Korean peninsula to
Communist powers was of only slightly lesser importance. After the U.S.-Soviet
rivalry had faded, this concern with Communism was replaced with a common
desire to maintain regional stability and regional status quo in which all three
powers had a very large stake.

While alignment with the United States might be viewed as inevitable from
a Realist point of view, the Realist perspective also allows for the identification
of various factors that limited direct military cooperation between the two Asian
powers. South Korea, from its point of view, had every reason to be suspicious of
a resurgent Japan using the alliance as an excuse to once again intervene in Ko-
rean affairs. Japan for its part wished to avoid being dragged into a costly military
engagement on the Korean peninsula.56

The alliance with the United States provided a perfect solution for both
these sets of problems. From Seoul’s perspective, Japan’s alliance with the
United States provided reassurance against the threat of Japanese remilitariza-
tion. As long as Japan was dependent on the United States for its security there
was little danger that Japan would be allowed to threaten South Korean inter-
ests. At the same time, the alliance was convenient for Tokyo because it allowed
Japan to pass the costs of providing military protection to Korea onto the United
States. From a Realist point of view it is therefore far from surprising that mili-
tary cooperation between the two countries has been limited, and it was no ac-
cident that the security dialog between the two intensified whenever the United
States appeared to be wavering in its commitment.57

From a Neoliberal perspective as well there exist strong reasons for Korea
and Japan to cooperate on security. As resource-poor industrialized nations de-
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pendent on exports and access to world markets, the two nations have a strong
common interest in maintaining regional security in order to avoid disruption
of the vital flow of commerce. At the same time, the two countries’ commercial
rivalry in such industrial sectors as steel, shipbuilding, and semiconductors is at
least partially offset by their burgeoning trade and the substantial flow of Japa-
nese investment in the Korean economy.58

In addition, Japan’s and Korea’s common membership in a broad range of
international institutions serves to mitigate their mutual suspicions and dis-
trust by improving the flow of information about each other’s capabilities and
intentions. Likewise, Neoliberal theorists would argue, Korea’s recent democ-
ratization should help ameliorate any residual concerns that the two nations
might harbor regarding each other’s intentions and help to stabilize relations
between them.59

In sum, while identifying some possible sources of tension between Seoul
and Tokyo, a Neoliberal perspective would predict continued and growing co-
operation between the two powers and would anticipate their becoming leading
contributors to regional stability, especially within the framework of interna-
tional institutions.

A Constructivist looking at the relationship between South Korea and Japan
would, to put it mildly, be far less sanguine about the prospects for cooperation
between the two. To be sure, a Constructivist would recognize that to the extent
that Realist or Neoliberal ways of thinking influences Japanese decisionmaking
the two countries may see strong reasons to cooperate with one another. In ad-
dition, a Constructivist might acknowledge that the staunch anti-Communist
outlook of Korean and Japanese elites provides some basis for the identification
of common national interests.

At the same time, however, despite some ideational bases for cooperation,
the two countries remain divided by the legacy of a bitter past. On the Korean
side the brutality of the Japanese colonial regime is still vivid in living memory,
as most recently reflected in the public outrage triggered by the revelation of
the complicity of the Japanese government in organizing the sexual slavery of
an estimated 200,000 women, the majority of whom were Korean, during
World War II.60

Beyond the physical and emotional scars borne by the victims of the Japa-
nese colonial regime, there exists a yet deeper and longer lasting resentment of
Japan that resides on the level of the Korean collective conscience. Modern Ko-
rean nationalism developed in opposition to Japanese Imperialism, and it sur-
vived in defiance of harsh assimilatory policies by the colonial regime. The tri-
als and tribulations of that period play a central role in the Korean national
myth and are recorded in countless memorials, books, plays, and histories on
both sides of the demilitarized zone (albeit with very different interpretations).61

Indeed, when North and South Korean military officers met for direct talks in
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the early 1990s, one of the few things they could agree on was the existence of a
potential Japanese military threat!

In Japan, the memories of the colonial period have been long suppressed
and there is relatively little recrimination regarding Japan’s treatment of Korea
outside the circles of the liberal left. Instead of guilt for its own misconduct, the
primary focus of Japanese memories of the pre-1945 period has been the suffer-
ing of its own people as a result of American fire bombings, the savagery of the
campaign in the Pacific, the strangulation of its economy by American sub-
marines, and, most important of all, the atomic bombings of Hiroshima and
Nagasaki.62 Korea as a country occupies a relatively small space in Japan’s na-
tional consciousness, and Japan’s image of Koreans remains colored by a linger-
ing attitude of superiority that is traceable to its prewar self image as the en-
lightened savior of East Asia.63

This does not mean, however, that Japan suffers from a form of historical am-
nesia—as is often charged—or that it has not drawn any lessons from the past.
Rather, as is true of most countries, Japan’s memories of the past are highly se-
lective, and the dominant image left from the war can be described as “dual vic-
timization.” The Japanese feel first of all victimized by victorious Allied powers,
who they feel waged the war with racially motivated ruthlessness and who were
equally guilty of colonialism and imperialist expansion before the war. But what
is frequently overlooked by Western commentators is that Japanese of all politi-
cal stripes, left, right and center, also feel victimized by their own military and
the ultra-nationalist far right, who they hold responsible for destroying Japan’s
nascent prewar democracy and who led them into a hopeless war which they
should have known Japan could not win.

This image of an out-of-control military dominates both popular and schol-
arly accounts of the war in Japan, and continues to profoundly influence the
Japanese view of national security and the military institution. To put it suc-
cinctly, the Japanese feel that they have been bullied and manipulated once in
the name of nationalism and national security and they are determined not to
allow it to happen again. As a result, there are is a strong consensus in Japan that
it should minimize its involvement in security affairs and that the armed forces
as an institution must be kept in constant check, so as to prevent it from once
again exerting a corrosive influence on Japanese democracy.64

Although Korean and Japanese attitudes have evolved considerably over the
course of the past fifty years, these features of their domestic political cultures
have changed relatively little over time. In many respects they have even rein-
forced one another. Japanese expressions of superiority vis-à-vis Koreans and pe-
riodic statements by leading Japanese politicians that reflect an apparent in-
comprehension of the reasons for the depth of popular Korean resentment of
Japan have time and again provoked outrage in Korea.65 In turn, Korea’s viru-
lent and apparently implacable hatred of Japan makes many Japanese despair of
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ever being able to find any common ground with their Korean neighbors. From
a Constructivist point of view this enduring structure of Korean resentment and
Japanese aloofness should make it very difficult to enable the two countries to
cooperate with one another even within the framework of the two countries’ al-
liances with the United States.

To what extent do the three models elaborated above provide insight on the ac-
tual empirical record? The Neorealist perspective provides an excellent guide to
the overall direction that the Japanese-Korean security relationship has followed.
In the 1950s, when the prospect of conflict on the peninsula seemed very real and
the U.S. commitment to regional security seemed strong, Japan strenuously
avoided any military commitment, which could lead to its becoming bogged
down in a land war in Asia.66 On the other hand, especially during both the early
and late 1970s, when the threat of a general U.S. withdrawal from East Asia
seemed very real, the two countries took steps to strengthen their security ties.67

The intensification of security ties between the two nations since the end of
the cold war, including Japan’s recent commitment to provide support to U.S.
forces in the event of a security crisis on the Korean peninsula, becomes per-
fectly intelligible in this light.68 The possibility of becoming entangled through
Korea in a larger conflict involving both Russia and China has greatly dimin-
ished since 1991. At the same time, with the demise of the Communist threat to
U.S. global interests, the U.S. stake in maintaining regional security is probably
at its lowest point since 1945. In order to preserve the security structure that has
been so successful in keeping the peace in the region in the past, Japan and the
Republic of Korea have every reason to try to find ways to decrease the costs to
the United States of maintaining its forward commitment in Asia.

The Neoliberal perspective also provides some insight on policy between the
two countries. The 1965 normalization of relations between the two countries
owed a great deal to growing interest among Japanese business leaders in im-
proving economic relations with the Republic of Korea, which was just em-
barking on its remarkable economic takeoff in that period.69 Since then trade
between the two economies has exploded to the point where by the early 1990s
each represented the other country’s first or second most important trading part-
ner.70 The two countries’ economies have become increasingly integrated with
the economies of other countries in the region, feeding—precisely as Neoliber-
als would anticipate—the profusion of international institutions which increas-
ingly have begun to spill over into other areas.

At first glance, Neorealism and Neoliberalism might seem to provide a
fairly convincing set of explanations for the overall development of security re-
lations between the two countries. A closer examination of how policy actu-
ally has been made, however, quickly reveals the extent to which domestic po-
litical factors, and in particular historical memories, have shaped foreign
policy outcomes.
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In the 1950s the intensity of personal animosity between Korean and Japa-
nese leaders frustrated all U.S. efforts at fostering greater reconciliation and
closer cooperation between its two chief allies in the region. When in 1953 the
United States was able to lure Japanese Prime Minister Yoshida Shigeru into a
conversation with his South Korean counterpart, President Synghman Rhee, at
U.S. military headquarters in Tokyo, reportedly the two men sat silently without
exchanging a word. Finally Yoshida, in order to make some conversation, asked
politely, “Are there any tigers in Korea?” “No,” Rhee replied, “the Japanese took
them all.” With that brief exchange all conversation ended.71

Only when the more pro-Japanese Park Chung Hee took power in the
early 1960s did it begin to become possible to establish closer relations.72

Even then, Korean resentment of Japan always simmered close to the sur-
face, occasionally bursting forth with virulent fury. In 1974, when a second-
generation Korean residing in Japan, and associated with pro-North Korean
organizations, attempted to assassinate Park Chung Hee, the brunt of South
Korean anger was directed at Japan, not the North. The Japanese embassy in
Seoul was ransacked and enraged demonstrators cut off their own fingers and
wrote anti-Japanese slogans in blood on the embassy walls. In the end U.S.
mediation was required to repair the diplomatic rift and calm the over heated
emotions.73

While a certain degree of Korean suspicion of Japan might appear perfectly
reasonable in light of the power disparities between the two nations, the extent
to which historically fed resentments color almost every aspect of their relation-
ship appears less rational when viewed through the pristine lenses of main-
stream international relations theory. Although at times military men from the
two countries are able to interact in a professional manner, and even build up
personal friendships, at other times national animosities flare up between them,
complicating efforts to get the two armed forces to engage in even limited joint
training away from their national territories and triggering pointless military
standoffs.74 Likewise, the Korean press and media remain highly sensitive to the
possibility of Japanese military resurgence.75

A prime example of the persistence of animosities can be seen in the recent
naval confrontation over the disputed territory of Takeshima/ Tokdo Island. Al-
though uninhabited and of relatively little economic value, the two nations dis-
patched naval forces to the island to underline their claims, and South Korean
forces even landed and briefly occupied the islands in a televised show of force.
The chance of an actual armed clash was admittedly negligible. Japanese pub-
lic sensibilities virtually rule out the use of force in such a situation, while the
South Korean government is well aware that its limited naval forces would be
no match for Japan’s in the event of a serious test of strength. Such maneuvers,
however, appear to be largely motivated by extreme national passions. They
have little chance of actually enhancing the prospect of a diplomatic solution to
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the problem and hardly help the cause of improving military cooperation be-
tween the two nations.

Equally damaging to bilateral security relations has been postwar Japan’s
overall attitude toward national security. In the early 1960s, with U.S. encour-
agement, the Japanese Self-Defense Agency quietly began to draw up contin-
gency plans on how to respond a renewal of hostilities on the Korean peninsula.
When these plans—the so-called “Three Arrows Plans”—were leaked to the
Japanese opposition, however, they provoked a storm of controversy. Although
the Japanese government felt that in principle such research was necessary and
in the national interest, many Japanese leaders, including apparently Prime
Minister Sato Eisaku, feared that the armed forces might be tempted to use
such a crisis to undermine civilian control of the armed forces. As a result, the
plans were discarded and the uniformed officer formally in charge of the project
reprimanded and eventually discharged. Further, Prime Minister Sato forbade
the further drafting of such contingency plans indefinitely. This ban was to re-
main in effect for more than thirteen years and still today has been only partially
rescinded.76

Even after 1978, when Japan began to cooperate more closely with the
United States on security matters, the issue of whether Japan would offer even
logistical support in the event of a crisis on the Korean peninsula was left delib-
erately vague. As a result, in 1993, when the United States was on the brink of
taking military action to defuse the potential development of nuclear weapons
by the North Korean regime, the Japanese government was unable to provide
the United States with any assurance of support. Nor was it willing, because of
domestic political opposition, to assist directly in a naval blockade directed at
the North. As the United States prepared to evacuate its embassy in Seoul and
military reinforcements were rushed to the region, the Japanese government in-
formed the United States that if shooting started it might even be unable to pro-
vide medical facilities to wounded U.S. servicemen and women.77

From a Neorealist perspective passing the buck might seem a perfectly ra-
tional strategy, this utter inability of Japan to act is more than passing strange.
Four years earlier, during the Gulf War, the Japanese had been faced with simi-
larly strong demands to contribute to a Western military operation to rope in a
rogue regime, and in a similar fashion domestic fears of entanglement and re-
militarization had paralyzed government decisionmaking then.

After that crisis had passed, Japan’s political leadership concluded that the
country had barely avoided disaster. If the United States had taken serious ca-
sualties in the Gulf conflict while some of its chief allies had stayed at home,
there had been every sign that the domestic backlash in the United States
would have been enormous and could have undermined the alliance upon
which Japan depends almost totally for its military security. Only the relatively
happy outcome of the war, from the U.S. perspective, spared Japan from far
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more serious political consequences.78 Yet despite near unanimous agreement
among the Japanese foreign and defense policy elite that nation’s response to
the crisis had been woefully inadequate, only a few years later, faced with a po-
tentially even more serious situation on their doorstep, the Japanese once again
lapsed into paralysis.

This time after its near brush with disaster in Korea, the Japanese political
elite was at last galvanized to revise the 1978 Guidelines on U.S.-Japanese Secu-
rity Cooperation. When unveiled in 1998, the new Guidelines appeared to
promise a stronger Japanese response in the event of a new regional crisis, with
special emphasis on rear area support for U.S. forces operating on the Korean
peninsula.79 To this day, however, direct Japanese participation in combat oper-
ations remains out of the question, leaving open the very real possibility that in
the event of a costly campaign in Korea popular opinion in the United States
would complain that Japan is willing to share the financial costs of the defense
of Asia, but not the cost in blood. Moreover, direct cooperation between the
Japanese and South Korean armed forces remains limited and greatly compli-
cated by the fundamental divergence in attitudes of the two sides.

In sum, a Neorealist or Neoliberal perspective has no difficulty explaining
why Korea and Japan should cooperate with one another militarily, and both
provide good explanations for why ties between the two sides should be intensi-
fying. The real puzzle for Neorealists and Neoliberals is why despite, all the
good structural reasons for Japanese-Korean cooperation on national security,
ties remain so limited and relations are so volatile. After more than forty years of
U.S. efforts to bring the two sides together, despite the extensive integration of
their economies, their increased integration in regional and global institutions,
and all the other changes that have taken place, the legacies of the past make
Japan and Korea—at best—hostile partners.

CONCLUSIONS

If a theoretical perspective is to have any utility it has to tell the analyst what fac-
tors in the complex and often seemingly chaotic world of empirical reality are
important and hence worthy of investigation. By the same token, every theoret-
ical approach must also tell the analyst what elements of his or her research sub-
ject can be safely ignored or treated as a residual variable.80 In this way every
theoretical research program both illuminates and occludes different aspects of
reality. It is up to the investigator, and by extension to the broader scholarly
community, to decide whether a particular approach produces accounts of real-
ity which are more persuasive and/or useful than those produced by other ap-
proaches.

The Constructivist approach directs our attention to the ways in which col-
lectively held beliefs and values influence and shape actor behavior. At the
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same time it tends to divert our attention from the factors that other IR perspec-
tives emphasize, such as the military balance of power, opportunities for trade,
and international institutions. The question thus arises, to what extent does a
Constructivist interpretation improve our understanding of the dynamics of
East Asian regional affairs compared to Neorealism and Neoliberalism? The
forgoing analysis suggests that it does so in a number of significant ways.

First, the Constructivist approach offers a convincing explanation for the his-
torical shift of actor preferences from security to economic concerns. It allows
us to trace the process whereby Chinese, Japanese, Korean, and Taiwanese
elites came to institutionalize an approach to foreign policy which emphasizes
economic over security issues, albeit in each case these approaches were based
on very different underlying ideational-cultural understandings and emerged
under very different circumstances. The account that emerges is at least as per-
suasive as the ones that might be offered by Neorealism or Neoliberalism, and
considerably richer.

Second, Constructivism focuses our attention on aspects of regional politics,
which tend to be largely discounted by system level theories such as Neorealism
and Neoliberalism. While system theorists tend to treat such factors as national-
ism and historic enmities as unexplained givens, Constructivism leads the ana-
lyst to take them seriously. Not only does this allow the analyst to account for be-
havior that appears irrational on a systemic level—such as the willingness of
China and Taiwan to risk dangerous military confrontations over relatively
minor symbolic issues—it also sensitizes the observer to the ways in which these
forces develop dynamics of their own. The rise of the Taiwanese independence
movement may appear to be a domestic political development rooted in the
particular, but it is one with serious, indeed potentially profound, international
political consequences.

The predictions that the Constructivist perspective offers differ markedly
from those offered by other approaches in a number of respects. For instance,
from a Constructivist perspective the evolution of Chinese and Taiwanese na-
tional identity will play a far greater role in determining the level of tensions
across the straits than either shifts in the balance of power or the state of eco-
nomic and formal political ties between the two nations. Similarly, Construc-
tivism underlines the importance of resolving the history question.

Likewise, Constructivism makes rather different predictions from Neoliber-
alism or Neorealism regarding the probable regional response to structural
changes. Many Realists predict that a decline in U.S. power or commitment to
the region would lead to increased instability and possibly great-power rivalry
between China and Japan.81 Neoliberals would stress instead international in-
stitutions and the spread of democracy as the keys to stability. If institutions such
as APEC and ARF grow, and the trend toward democratization in the region
continues, a relatively optimistic outlook on the future of the region would be
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warranted. If these conditions do not obtain, Neoliberals would contend that
the prospects for conflict grow correspondingly.

Constructivism eschews such relatively simplistic prognostications. Were the
U.S military presence in the region to decline significantly, each East Asian na-
tion would be torn in different directions. On the one hand, there would be
strong sentiment in favor of continuing the emphasis on economic growth and
international cooperation. On the other hand, historically rooted suspicions
and resentments, along with nationalist passions, could be expected to flare up
and fuel pressures for competitive rearmament. The way in which these forces
might be expected to play out will be different in different countries, depending
on historically contingent circumstances as well as the different ways in which
these sentiments are embedded in their respective domestic political cultures.

Japan, with its comparatively deeply embedded anti-militarism and tradi-
tional propensity for aloofness from regional affairs, might well be inclined to
retreat into a hedgehog-like defensive stance. In contrast, on the Korean penin-
sula and in the Taiwan straits, where nationalist tensions run high, the likeli-
hood of conflict would escalate dramatically, and full-scale military clashes
would be likely in either or both cases.

Finally, in light of the theoretical considerations sketched out briefly in this
essay the current economic crisis in East Asia takes on a rather different, and ar-
guably deeper, significance than it does when viewed through Neoliberal or
Neorealist lenses. What is at stake in the current crisis is not merely a transitory
shift in economic power resources or an opportunity to better integrate Asian
nations into the global trading order. Rather, the crisis has the potential to throw
into question the dominant regional model of state-society relations—the East
Asian Developmental State model—and in doing so fundamental issues re-
garding national identity and national interests are opened up for debate that
may provide the most severe test of legitimacy the existing political regimes
have faced since 1945. Whether the East Asian states reviewed will take up the
alternative Western models offered by the United States and the IMF as a result
of this process, or turn to the reformulated versions of their own approaches to
these issues remains to be seen. In either case, the Constructivist approach sug-
gests that the process will be contentious and volatile.
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