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Introduction
The standing of Northeast Asia
 in the world order, which is already high, continues to rise. There are now hardly any doubts that this formerly peripheral regional system will shape the global international order in the twenty-first century. There is a substantial amount of conflict and tension in the region, including flashpoints such as Korean Peninsula, Taiwan, territorial disputes etc. Northeast Asia is still lacking a solid and working system of cooperation to ensure mutual security. What are, then, the principal reasons for this state of affairs? 

First, there is a lack of mutual trust, which leads to acute security dilemmas. Real trust is possible only among those who know and under stand each other well. To be able to find a solid common ground, the countries need to have similar basic characteristics, including the same or, at least, compatible values. As a rule, the more homogenous the states are, the more likelihood there is that they are going to be partners rather than rivals. However, Northeast Asian states are separated by great differences in terms of culture, economic systems, political regimes and ideology. Until these gaps are bridged, it will be difficult for them to speak a common language and trust each other. 

Second, Northeast Asia is still plagued by mutual resentments, animosities and  traumas rooted in history. 

Third, Northeast Asia is a unique region, the only of its kind, as most of its constituent units either already hold great power mantles (the US, China, Russia, Japan) or strongly aspire for major power status (Korea). This makes them highly ambitious fuelling contests for leadership. 

Fourth, the core Northeast Asian states (China, Japan and the two Koreas) are characterized by nationalist sentiments of high intensity. Nationalism is closely connected to the Westphalian type of international relations based on sovereign nation-states. Westphalian order emerged in Europe in the mid-seventeenth century and afterwards spread to other parts of the world. The development of the Westphalian system in Europe was accompanied by the growth in great power nationalism, which climaxed in the first half of the twentieth century with the two world wars. Since the second half of the twentieth century, many Western countries, especially in Western Europe, started gradual transition to the post-Westphalian, international order under which sovereignty and nationalism are no longer seen as unconditionally positive values. 

Whereas in the West the notion of a nationalistic nation-state with unbounded sovereignty is viewed by many as anachronism to be overcome, in Asia it may be well in its prime. Being ancient civilizations, China, Korea and Japan are still relatively young as modern nation-states. The western model of a nation-state began to take root in NEA relatively late, in the second half of the nineteenth century. So, for now, the Westphalian state-centric order prevails in the region. In Northeast Asia’s international relations, non-state actors play only minor roles. Nation-states have no real competitors in this region. Northeast Asia in its present form is an international system of the classical Westphalian kind typical of the modernity era. 

The classical Westphalian system of sovereign nation-states, along with the phenomenon of mass nationalism, leads to intensified conflicts in the international arena as exemplified by the First and Second World Wars unleashed by the European states in the age of modernity. Asia  provides similar examples. Thus, China and India, which had peacefully coexisted for more than two thousand years, became strategic adversaries once they started building modern nation-states. This is also the case in China-Japan relationship, which had been generally peaceful, but turned into bitter antagonism since the late nineteenth century. 


So, there is an array of powerful factors fuelling rivalry and conflict in Northeast Asia. However, there also exist systemic forces
 that generally contribute to peace and stability in the region. The most important of them are demographic trends, nuclear weapons, and multilateral institutions. Whereas institution building has long been recognized and studied as a significant stabilizing factor in international relations, demography, and its impact on Northeast Asia’s geopolitics, only recently began to receive attention from IR scholars. The role of nuclear weapons has always been a very popular and  controversial subject, with the mainstream thinking now regarding nukes largely as a source of danger. This paper, on the contrary, views nuclear weapons in Northeast Asia in a more optimistic light. The following sections examine these three determinants. 
Is Northeast Asia Headed for a Demographic Peace?

Demography and geopolitics have always been closely connected. While during the previous five hundred years international politics mostly existed in the context of rapidly rising populations, now demographic trends are going into reverse. Many of the world’s major and regional powers have entered the period of steady aging, while some of them are already experiencing stagnant or even declining populations. The most evident and easily predictable impact will be economic. Increasing numbers of retired workers will not be replaced by new labor force because of low birthrates. Shrinking working-age population will result in slower GDP growth. In addition, the governments will have to spend more money on retirement and health-care costs. The only way to finance increasing elderly-related spending is to cut discretionary items of the government budgets, including  expenditures on defense, The aging nations are expected to moderate the growth of their military budgets or even slash them down. 

Aging and falling birth rates also have social and psychological aspects, directly impacting upon military power of nations. In low-fertility countries, average families have just one or two children.  Giving the state one’s only son, even for the sake of national security, becomes too great a sacrifice. Finally, one should not overlook another socio-psychological aspect of the issue. General societal graying will lead to the increase in an average age of national leaders and statesmen who make foreign-policy decisions. Elderly people tend to be more cautious and conservative. That is why the graying nations are going to be less prone to risky behavior in the international arena. Countries with a prevailing share of senior citizens are likely to pursue more passive and status-quo oriented foreign policy. 

According to the East-West Center president Charles E. Morrison, the sharp fall in population growth rates and the aging of populations represent one of the megatrends reshaping the Asia-Pacific region (Morrison 2010). All Northeast Asian countries have low or even super-low birthrates and are facing the challenge of aging (Table 1).
Japan

Explosive population growth played a major contributing role in Japan’s expansionism since the late 19th century. From 1870 to 1940, Japan’s population more than doubled. Many prominent politicians and academics at the time asserted that the country needed more resources for its growing population and hence called for foreign conquests (Sovasteev 2009). 

However, a century later the picture has dramatically changed. At present, Japan has one of the lowest birthrates in the world, with 1.2 children per  woman. At the same time, longevity has risen considerably, up to 82 years. Japan has become the oldest country in the world  and, ever since 2005, its population has been shrinking. Japan’s current population of 126 million is projected to shrink by a quarter by 2050, when about 40 percent of the country will be over 65 years old, according to the government estimates (Associated Press 2010).

Declining and aging population poses a grave challenge to Japan’s economic and financial sustainability. Demographic crisis directly impacts upon the country’s strategic capabilities. Contracting GDP growth and rising spending on the elderly force the government to allocate less money to defense. From 2002 to 2008, the military expenditures decreased by 4 percent. That trend is likely to continue (Tsunoda and Glosserman 2009:22). Less and less potential recruits are available for Japan’s Self-Defense  Forces. Due to mounting fiscal constraints, Japan also has to slash its Official Development Assistance programs that have long been a crucial tool in its foreign policy. 

Japan has become the first country in global history that experiences aging on such a great scale. Ironically, whereas back in the 1960s through to the 1990s Japan was the flying geese leader of Asia’s industrial development, now it is setting the pace in demographic trends. 

China

China has always been a demographic colossus. However, today the Middle Kingdom is headed for tough times, as the Chinese who were born during the Mao baby boom in the 1950s and 1960s are getting old and will start to retire soon. This wave of aging will hit in full force in the 2020s. By 2030, China’s population is expected to peak and start declining. By 2050, China’s median age will reach 45, which will make China one of the oldest nations. In fact, its case is unique because China is likely to be the first country to grow old before getting rich. This will exacerbate the country’s social and economic troubles related to aging. Shrinking size of average families, along with rising life expectancies, is leading to  a “4-2-1” problem, when one child in a family will have to care for two parents and four grandparents. 

Even if Beijing reverses its “one child” policy, this is unlikely to change current trends of decreasing birth rates. The success of the “one child” policy has been driven by modernization and urbanization, not just by the government diktat. In 1978, less than 18 percent of the Chinese lived in cities, while today more than half of the population reside in urban areas. Other predominantly Chinese territories can be good indicators of what may be in store for a modernizing PRC. Taiwan, Singapore and Hong Kong have very low birthrates and their governments’ efforts to boost fertility have so far failed to produce any tangible results. 

Demographics will affect strategic balance between China and the  United States. Most projections forecast that China will overtake the United States in terms of GDP at some point between 2020 and 2030, that is exactly when the PRC will enter the period of demographic decline. There is some irony in this. Right now, China is still in a favorable demographic phase, but remains militarily and economically weaker than America. However, just when China approaches the United States in aggregate national power after 2020, the laws of demography will start to play against it. 

South and North Korea
South Korea’s demographic prospects look rather bleak. Of all the developed countries, it is facing the most drastic decline in workforce. Its total population is projected to shrink by almost 9 percent by 2050, while the population of working-age South Koreans is expected to drop by 36 percent, and the number of South Koreans aged 60 and over will increase by nearly 150 percent. In other words, by 2050 the entire working-age population will barely exceed the 60-and-older population (Goldstone 2010:34). However, in comparison to Japan, South Korea is much more open to foreign labor migrants and international marriages. Expanding foreign immigration gives a boost to its flagging demographics. 

Although North Korean birthrates are slightly higher, they, too, have a pronounced  declining tendency. The DPRK’s fertility has fallen below replacement level in the mid-1990s and now stands at 1.8 children per woman. In case of eventual reunification (the population of the reunited Korean peninsula will be around 75 million), the younger North will somewhat improve the demographics of the graying South. However, after the reunification, the North is expected to undergo rapid modernization that will further reduce its already  low birthrate. 

The United States

The US population is gradually aging and the elderly-related expenditures are going to be an ever-increasing fiscal burden. Nevertheless, due to higher birthrates and immigration, the aging of Americans takes place at a slower pace and on much less scale. By 2050, the median age of the US inhabitants is projected to be the youngest both among the Northeast Asian  counties and the world’s great powers, with the exception of India. Moreover, the US population will continue to grow up to 2050 and beyond. 

In an era of aging and dwindling workforce, nations are likely to compete for younger, more productive and talented immigrants. Again, America, with its  open and diverse society, high living standards and vast experience with immigration, is going to be better positioned in this intensifying competition for human resources. Favorable demographics will greatly help the United Sates maintain its strategic positions in Northeast Asia and globally. 

Russia

Russia is experiencing an unprecedented crisis of depopulation. Russia now ranks ninth in the world in terms of population, while in 1950 it held the fourth place. It seems possible that by the mid-twenty-first century Russia will have dropped at the bottom of the top twenty most populous countries. Foreign observers, often with a good amount of gloat, point out that demographic woes significantly weaken Russia’s geopolitical standing. For instance, in 2009 the US vice-president Joe Biden emphasized that decreasing population, along with a weak economy and shaky banking sector, diminished Russian influence in international affairs.

Among  Russia’s regions, its Far East has been most badly hit. Its population decline began in 1991, when Far Eastern residents started to leave the area for the territories west of the Ural Mountains. In 1993, this migration outflow was exacerbated by fewer births and more deaths, as the entire Russia entered the period of population decline. As a result, the Russian Far East has now lost about a quarter of its population. President Dmitry Medvedev, visiting the region in July 2010, identified falling population as “the most alarming, the most dangerous trend” (Medvedev 2010). 
Aging and declining populations will diminish both material capabilities and socio-psychological inclinations of the aging states to pursue assertive foreign policies, which heavily rely on force. In a sense, we might be entering an era of demographic peace. It appears that the demographic peace proposition is no less valid than the widely popular democratic peace theory, which postulates peacefulness of democracies. It might well be that the demographic peace conception is even more justified because democracy can be interpreted in a lot of different ways, whereas the population aging and its related social and economic effects operate in a very similar manner across all countries.  

The demographic peace proposition can be useful in analyzing and predicting international relations in Northeast Asia, where all of the key actors have entered the graying period. On balance, aging is going to contribute to the region’s stability, reducing the risk of interstate wars and conflicts. In particular, this will affect the two central players in Northeast Asia, Japan and China. 

Japan’s population decline considerably restricts Tokyo’s strategic capabilities and options, rendering fears of its possible remilitarization largely irrelevant. What is even more significant is that an expanding scale of the demographic crisis might result in Japan eventually losing its great-power status. This will alleviate Chinese and Korean apprehensions about Tokyo’s latent imperial designs. China, too, is expected to confront serious demographic challenges, which will weaken its offensive geopolitical capabilities. In addition, an aging and shrinking population will ease the urgency of securing access to natural resources abroad “at any cost”, a feature of China’s current foreign policy that causes many to worry.    

Ageing is likely to alter national identities and strategic cultures of Northeast Asian states. The graying countries are expected to be less combative and assertive in international affairs, while showing more willingness for compromise and dialogue. Such a trend is already being displayed in Japan, the first country having entered the era of graying. According to the director of the Institute of East Asian Studies at Keio University Yoshihide Soeya, issues associated with aging significantly shape Japan’s perspectives and interests (Soeya 2010). Another Japanese academic points out that “older and mature” Japan is going to be more “quiet and inward-looking” (Kato 2010). 

 Table 1. Northeast Asian countries’ key demographic indicators
2010 
	Country
	Population growth rate (%)
	Total fertility (children per woman)
	Median age (years)
	Percentage aged 60 or over (% )
	Total population (millions)

	China
	0.61
	1.79
	34.2
	12.3
	1354

	Japan
	-0.19
	1.27
	44.7
	30.5
	126.9

	North Korea
	0.34 
	1.85
	34
	14.3
	23.9

	South Korea
	0.27
	1.26
	37.9
	15.6
	48.5

	Russia
	-0.34
	1.46
	38.1
	18.1
	140.3 

	United States
	0.90
	2.02
	36.6
	18.2
	317.6


        2030  (projection) 

	Country
	Population growth rate (%)
	Total fertility (children per woman)
	Median age (years)
	Percentage aged 60 or over (% )
	Total population (millions)

	China
	-0.00
	1.85
	41.1
	23.4
	1462

	Japan
	-0.64
	1.45
	53.5
	37.9
	117.4

	North Korea
	-0.00
	1.85
	38.4
	19.9
	25.3

	South Korea
	-0.30
	1.44
	47.6
	31.1
	49.1

	Russia
	-0.55
	1.68
	43.5
	25.0
	128.8

	United States
	0.53
	1.85
	39.5
	25.3
	369.9


          2050 (projection) 

	Country
	Population growth rate (%)
	Total fertility (children per woman)
	Median age (years)
	Percentage aged 60 or over (% )
	Total population (millions)

	China
	-0.33
	1.85
	45.2
	31.1
	1417

	Japan
	-0.79
	1.60
	55.1
	44.2
	101.6

	North Korea
	-0.27
	1.85
	41.9
	24.7
	24.5

	South Korea
	-0.77
	1.59
	53.7
	40.8 
	44.0

	Russia
	-0.51
	1.83
	44.0 
	31.7  
	116.0

	United States
	0.36
	1.85
	41.7
	27.4
	403.9


Source:  Population Division of the Department of Economic and Social Affairs of the United Nations Secretariat, World Population Prospects: The 2008 Revision, http://esa.un.org/unpp
Emerging Institutional Architecture in Northeast Asia: a game on two chessboards? 
It is generally recognized that international institutions promote peace and security by facilitating dialogue and cooperation, creating shared norms and rules as well as fostering collective identity. Although  Northeast Asia is still lagging behind many other regions in building multilateral institutions, some progress has been made over the recent years. We can observe a trend towards a two-tiered structure of multilateralism in the region. 
The first level is represented by the Six-Party talks on the North Korean nuclear issue, which were initiated in 2003, involving China, North and South Korea, Russia, Japan and the United States. The nuclear problem has not yet been resolved, but the Six-Party process, as many believe, might potentially lead to a Northeast Asian regional organization to manage political and strategic security. In February 2007, the participants of the Six-Party talks agreed to set up five working groups, one of which was tasked to study ways to achieve “Northeast Asia peace and security mechanism”. Despite periodic walkouts by North Korea, the Six-Party talks have already become a de facto permanent consultative mechanism in Northeast Asia, albeit with a mandate confined to the Korean Peninsula issues.
The second layer of Northeast Asian multilateralism is embodied in the trilateral cooperation of the “core” regional states – Japan, China and the Republic of Korea. Their informal trilateral summits have been regularly held since 1999, but until recently they took place on the sidelines of ASEAN Plus Three meetings. December 2008 saw a watershed event, when the first Northeast Asian summit was held on its own, attended by Japan’s prime minister, the PRC’s chairman and the Republic of Korea’s president. The leaders signed an action plan for promoting trilateral cooperation and agreed to hold such meetings annually. The second summit was held in Beijing in October 2009. Global and regional problems were discussed, and the participants reaffirmed their willingness to deepen mutual cooperation. In particular, they agreed to sign a trilateral investment treaty and launch an official study on China-Japan-South Korea free trade area. Formal negotiations on a trilateral FTA are planned to start in 2012. At their third meeting in South Korean Jeju in May 2010, the three leaders adopted a blueprint for future economic cooperation, environmental protection, and expansion of personnel and cultural exchanges. They also agreed to establish a permanent secretariat in South Korea in 2011 (Chosun Ilbo 2010). More than 50 trilateral consultative mechanisms, including 17 ministerial meetings, are now in full operation and over 100 trilateral cooperation projects in the economic and social fields, people-to-people exchanges, and disaster management are promoted (People's Daily Online 2010). Apart from official meetings, non-governmental forums are also held among the three countries, with participation from the academia, business, NGOs and mass-media.
To be sure, institutionalization of this trilateral interaction is still in its nascent stages. It is too early to speak of a new economic bloc born in Northeast Asia. However, the trend is clear. Necessary economic prerequisites are in place. China, Japan and South Korea have become one another’s crucial trade partners. Their trilateral trade accounts for 17 percent of the global trade volume and 90 percent of the total East Asian trade (Xinhua 2009). The three Northeast Asian economies’ output makes up 16 percent of the world GDP (Associated Press 2009). Another major driving force is big business, especially in Japan and South Korea, which has a stake in economic integration and pushes for further development of trilateral cooperation.
For the trilateral economic grouping to come into being, it is critical that China and Japan come to agreement (Aggarwal and Min Gyo Koo 2008). The two biggest economies in Northeast Asia have to resolve their contradictions, particularly on the issue of regional leadership. There are essentially only two options. They could decide on the joint management of the integration grouping in Northeast Asia as well as East Asia at large. Or else Japan might accept China’s economic leadership. The latter seems increasingly more likely, especially with China overtaking Japan as the second biggest economy in the world in 2010.
So far, it has been China that acted as the principal promoter of Northeast Asian integration. In 2002, Chinese Premier Zhu Rongzi proposed a plan for the trilateral free trade area. Japan was unwilling to support this plan at that time, fearing that it could strengthen China’s positions in the region. However, after Democratic Party of Japan came  to power in 2009, Tokyo reversed its stance on the issue. Prime Minister Yukio Hatoyama emphasized the importance of East Asian integration, calling for East Asian Community, with China, Japan and Korea as its collective core. Even if this proposed grouping would be based on a wider platform of ASEAN Plus Three, it is the three Northeast Asian countries that will dominate it due to their overwhelming economic and strategic weight. It appears that Hatoyama’s regional initiatives were not only his personal preferences, but also reflected interests of powerful sectors in Japan’s political and economic elites.  Therefore, despite his resignation in June 2010, the idea of East Asian economic community, based on China - Japan - Korea partnership, is likely to stay relevant to Japan. 
It is not clear yet how these two levels of an evolving Northeast Asia’s institutional architecture will interact and relate to each other. The question is whether it would be possible for a more broad-based six-party grouping and “the Asian only” bloc to act in concert. What if competition arises between them? For instance, what are going to be the implications if China, Korea and Japan would go beyond just economic and cultural agenda they currently pursue, claiming political and security issues as well? Would the United States and Russia feel marginalized, if trilateral partnership among Beijing, Seoul and Tokyo intensifies, with Washington and Moscow being kept on the sidelines?
One can put a question even more bluntly: what is the likelihood that the emerging China - Japan - Korea triangle would grow into a political alliance, with Beijing calling the shots? Economic reasons seem to be already there. Japan and Korea are being increasingly drawn into Chinese economic orbit. China has become the biggest trade partner for both Japan and Republic of Korea. Their relations are characterized by asymmetric interdependence, with Japan and South Korea depending on China more than China depends on them. The recent global crisis has served to deepen this trend. China now accounts for 20 percent of Japan’s total exports and imports, while just 13 percent of China’s trade is with Japan. China share of South Korea’s trade currently stands at 20.5 percent, while  China’s trade with South Korea is only 7 percent of its total volume (Yul Sohn 2010). 
Meanwhile, America’s economic presence in the region has significantly decreased, although it is still quite noticeable. The United States remains a key export market for Northeast Asian countries and a major source of vital technologies. Washington is seeking to promote its own neoliberal version of regional integration, which, so far not very successfully, attempts to challenge China-centered regionalism in East Asia. America’s strategy is, in particular, based on the recently launched Trans-Pacific Partnership as well as bilateral FTAs, the most substantial one being Korea – US FTA.
However, even if the United States were ultimately to lose competition in economic regionalism to China, that would not automatically entail the advent of Sino-centric political institutions in the region. Economic integration does not necessarily result in stronger intergovernmental or supranational arrangements of political nature. Indeed, when integration makes great progress in economic area, member-states may deliberately constrain it in other, especially political, spheres, so as not to put their national sovereignty at risk. Even the European Union’s experience testifies to such a hedging strategy (Busygina and Filippov 2010).
East Asian countries, including Japan and both Koreas, are well aware of the risks inherent in their high economic dependence on China. Therefore they are seeking to offset such risks by maintaining political and strategic ties to the actors capable of balancing a rising China, especially the United States. Both Tokyo and Seoul have no intention of abandoning their alliances with Washington. Indeed, they are even strengthening strategic cooperation with America in some areas. There are reasons to believe that even North Korea is wary of growing China’s might and is interested in the United States acting as a balancing force.
Russia, although its regional clout is much less than America’s, can be seen as another independent player, performing a balancing function. That is probably why in 2003 Pyongyang insisted on Moscow having a seat at the Six-Party talks. In other words, the Six-Party process, and a prospective institutionalized mechanism with full American and Russian membership, might be viewed as a means to maintain balance of power and prevent Chinese dominance in Northeast Asia.
Economic triangle of Beijing, Tokyo and Seoul could be transformed into a political bloc, only if full-fledged China’s hegemony arrives, similar to what happened following the Second World War, when the United States used its overwhelming predominance to build and manage Western institutional architecture. Economic leadership alone is not enough for successful hegemony. Two other requirements are military-strategic primacy and the recognition of hegemony as legitimate from the lesser states (Alagappa 2003:53-4). It is clear that China does not meet these requirements as yet. Its military capabilities are still no match to America’s. And in terms of moral and political legitimacy, neither Korea, nor especially Japan, appear ready to recognize Chinese primacy. To be sure, one can not rule out the emergence of Beijing’s hegemony in the future. However, at present it seems unlikely.
To sum up, in the foreseeable future Northeast Asia is going to witness the evolution of two sets of multilateral institutions. On the one hand, economic integration linking China, Japan and Korea will deepen and expand, which is likely to result in an economic community, possibly encompassing Southeast Asian countries as well.  On the other hand, this economic process will be paralleled with the development of political multilateralism originating from the Six-Party talks, with the active involvement of the United States and Russia
. Thus “the balance of institutions” is likely to emerge, whereby China’s influence will be pre-eminent in regional economic cooperation, but significantly limited within the political multilateral arrangement. 

Nuclear weapons and strategic stability in NEA

Massive physical violence remains an inherent and fundamental feature of international politics. Military-strategic considerations continue to shape policies of many states, particularly great and major powers. Nuclear weapons, being the most powerful means of destruction the mankind has ever created, continue to be a major factor in international relations. Nuclear arms are considered by many to be the most cost-effective way to maximize a state’s security in a dangerous environment.  They enable states to satisfy basic security requirements self-reliantly and without incurring the high economic costs of comparably effective conventional defenses (Goldstein 2000:225). Coupled with deterrence strategies, nuclear weapons increase the likelihood for peaceful coexistence.
Kenneth Waltz is one of the most prominent advocates of a stabilizing influence of nuclear arms. He assumes that states are rational actors seeking to minimize their risks. Dealing with one another, nuclear powers are going to be extremely cautious, because the cost of a conflict may be too high. Even states with modest nuclear capabilities can successfully pursue deterrence vis-a-vis much stronger great powers. The history of nuclear states’ interactions unequivocally shows a sobering and moderating effect of nuclear arsenals. Waltz argues that “the probability of major war among states having nuclear weapons approaches zero” (Waltz 2008b:287). Nuclear weapons are not suitable for offensive purposes. They can only be used to defend vital interests, in cases such as direct aggression against a state or its key allies: “From fifty years of experience, one may conclude that nuclear weapons effectively preserve a county’s vital interests, but are of little use in extending one country’s control over others” (Waltz 2008c:296).
 Waltz does not completely rule out a possibility of a nuclear conflict. He claims, however, that even in such a case catastrophe can be avoided: “…Should deterrence fail, a few judiciously delivered warheads are likely to produce sobriety in the leaders of all the countries involved and thus bring rapid de-escalation…In sum, deterrent strategies lower the probability that wars will begin. If wars start nevertheless, deterrent strategies lower the probability that they will be carried very far” (Waltz 2008a:274).

The pacifying function of nuclear weapons is highlighted by some leading Russian international relations experts. Sergei Karaganov, the chairman of Russia’s Council on Foreign and Defense Policy, asserts that nuclear disarmament is a “harmful myth”. He claims that nuclear weapons are “a good asset designed to save the  humanity from itself” (Karaganov 2010). 

Nuclear deterrence is often credited with preventing a major armed clash during the Cold War. An intriguing question is whether the Cold War type strategic stability at the global level, which is still in existence between “the first nuclear age” powers (the United States, Russia, Britain, France, and China), can be reproduced at the regional level between new nuclear powers. There are divergent opinions on this issue. 

Scholars at the Institute of World  Economy and International Relation of the Russian Academy of Sciences emphasize that “the global proliferation of nuclear weapons and their delivery vehicles does not automatically result in establishing nuclear deterrence at the regional level. It is absolutely fair to say that the previous decades’ mechanism of maintaining strategic stability in the context of mutual nuclear deterrence, including systems to prevent unauthorized use of nuclear weapons, is mostly not available at the regional level in the relations between new nuclear nations” (Arbatov, Dvorkin, Pikaev and Oznobishchev 2010:26). This and similar views imply that new nuclear powers will hardly be able to handle their deadly arsenals in the same responsible and rational manner as the established nuclear nations. 

However, such concerns are often exaggerated and even discriminatory. I argue that nuclearization of regional international systems, and Northeast Asia in particular, does not necessarily undermine security. In this respect, it is useful to analyze the experience of South Asia, where both of the most important players, India and Pakistan, have acquired nuclear status. South Asia remains so far the only case of  mutual and pronounced nuclear deterrence at the regional level
. 

Since the late 1980s, India and Pakistan have possessed weaponized nuclear devices. Thus, the two countries  have been coexisting under the conditions of mutual nuclear deterrence for more than two decades.  On the whole, nuclear weapons perform a stabilizing role in the bilateral relationship. It is telling that after going nuclear the two archrivals have not fought major wars, whereas in their pre-nuclear period they had three large-scale armed conflicts (in 1947-48, 1965 and 1971). Of course, their relations remain tense, with crises flaring up from time to time
. Nevertheless, each time the two sides have managed to avoid escalation, which, to a large extent, can be attributed to the effect of nuclear deterrence. This point is highlighted by Muthiah Alagappa: “Pakistan’s nuclear arsenal has blunted the potency of India’s large conventional military force. Although it has not canceled out all the consequences of the large power differential between the two countries, it has had significant constraining impact on India’s military options and assuaged Pakistan’s concern about the Indian threat” (Alagappa 2009). At the same time, attempts by Islamabad to use the threat of nuclear escalation during the Kargil conflict in 1999 to win territorial gains in Kashmir failed. India stood firm and forced Pakistani troops to withdraw. Like the Cuban missile crisis in 1962, the 1999 and 2001–02 crises between India and Pakistan marked a watershed in their strategic relations: the danger of nuclear war shifted their focus to avoiding a major war and to finding a negotiated settlement to bilateral problems (Ibid.).
Unlike South Asian regional system, which is characterized by full nuclearization, Northeast Asia is a partially nuclearized region
. Out of seven Northeast Asian players, there are four nuclear powers (the United States, Russia, China, and  North Korea), while the other three have non-nuclear status (Japan, South Korea, and Taiwan). It is significant that all of the non-nuclear actors have sufficient financial, technological and industrial resources to develop nuclear weapons in a relatively short time. Indeed, South Korea and Taiwan are known to have already embarked on nuclear weapons programs in the 1970s and 1980s, but afterwards decided to terminate them. 

In the foreseeable future, the reduction in the number of nuclear powers in Northeast Asia is very unlikely. The DPRK can hardly be expected to renounce its hard-won nuclear capability unless fundamental transformations (such as regime change) happen within the country. In fact, it seems that the world has already tacitly accepted nuclear armed North Korea. The more interesting question, then, is whether nuclear proliferation in Northeast Asia will continue beyond North Korea.  

Japan is the only country in the world that is able to turn itself into a nuclear power almost overnight. Of course, Japan is committed to the Three Non-Nuclear Principles, but they are not legally and constitutionally binding. Japanese politicians have repeatedly made very ambiguous statements on the possibility of going nuclear. Tokyo subtly signals to its neighbors that, with respect to nuclear weapons, it will keep its options open (Samuels 2007:176). The nuclear option may become increasingly attractive to Japan, as the country faces the worsening demographic decline which considerably weakens its conventional military capabilities. As for South Korea and Taiwan, their nuclearization looks less likely, but can not be ruled out altogether. In short, further nuclear proliferation in Northeast Asia is not impossible. 

Are there any reasons to believe that Northeast Asia will enjoy the benefits of strategic stability as a result of mutual nuclear deterrence? The concept of deterrence is based on three assumptions. First, actors must be rational, acting on the basis of cost-benefit calculations. Second, nuclear deterrence best operates among nation-states that are by their very nature territorial entities and thus represent easily identifiable targets for retaliation strikes
. Third, deterrence assumes intense rivalry among the parties, with states in deterrent relationships considering war as the constant possibility (Paul 2009:5-7). 

Northeast Asia’s international system perfectly matches these three assumptions. First, all actors in Northeast Asia are rational players, who are not willing to risk their own survival and are guided by the cost-benefit calculations. Even North Korea, despite the bizarre appearance of its ruling regime, is no doubt a rational actor. Second, the only meaningful actors in Northeast Asia are states. Non-state actors, be it NGOs or terrorist networks, do not have any significant role in the region. Most of Northeast Asian states have their human and economic potential heavily concentrated in a few urban areas, making them an easy target for nuclear strikes. Third, relations between major states in the region are burdened with rivalry and distrust, while some of Northeast Asian powers see one another as potential adversaries. 

The view that nuclear deterrence can contribute to strategic stability in NEA is shared by some prominent scholars. According to Avery Goldstein, the mutual possession of nuclear weapons provides “the strongest reasons to expect that the dangers associated with China’s arrival as a full-fledged great power will be limited” (Goldstein 1997/98:70). Muthiah Alagappa  argues that, on net, nuclear weapons in South Asia and Northeast Asia have had a pacifying effect. First, they have not fundamentally disrupted the regional distribution of power or intensified security dilemmas. In fact, by assuaging the security concerns of weak and vulnerable states they promote stability in conflict prone dyads. Second, fear of the devastating consequences of a nuclear exchange prevents the outbreak and escalation of regional hostilities to full-scale war, strengthens the political and military status quo, and impels conflicting parties to freeze the conflict or explore a negotiated settlement. Third, the combination of minimum deterrence strategies and general deterrence postures enhances stability among major powers and avoids strategic arms races like that during the Cold War. Finally, nuclear weapons reinforce the trend in Asia to circumscribe and transform the role of force in international politics (Alagappa 2008). 
Victor Cha believes that proliferation in Asia is “overdetermined”, deriving largely from the intersection of security needs and resource constraints. A rollback of nuclear capabilities is not likely, as long as general security environment in the region remains precarious. In his view, “Asian nuclear and missile proliferation is certainly dangerous, but not nearly so disastrous as has been popularly predicted” (Cha 2003:459). He argues that there is no reason to expect that the likelihood of a nuclear exchange is “any greater today than in the first nuclear age” (Ibid.). Another reason for “sober optimism” is that the new nuclear powers in Asia recognize “the nuclear taboo”, which has become firmly institutionalized in international agreements and practices, severely circumscribing the realm of legitimate nuclear use (Cha 2003:481-2).

Although, since 1964, the number of Asian nuclear powers has risen from one (China) to four (with India, Pakistan and North Korea joining the club), this has not led to more major conflicts, let alone catastrophe. Concerns that states, having acquired atomic bombs, could become more assertive and warlike have turned out to be largely unjustified. For instance, there is hardly any evidence that Pyongyang has taken more belligerent stance after it went nuclear. Nuclear weapons, as noted earlier, are much more suitable for self-defense and maintaining strategic status-quo than for aggression and expansion. This partly explains why most of the DPRK’s neighbors seem to keep relatively calm regarding its nukes. 


Nuclear proliferation may promote arms control regimes in Northeast Asia which are currently almost non-existent. Arms control is more likely when there is no big asymmetry in strategic capabilities. Nations with overwhelming predominance in military power (similar to what America now enjoys in the Asia-Pacific) are usually not interested in arms limitations. They become willing to negotiate arms control measures only when they are starting to lose their superiority. It is telling that Washington embarked on strategic arms limitation talks with Moscow just when the Soviet Union had been approaching nuclear parity with the United States in the late 1960s. Nuclear weapons, equalizing strategic power of states, can eventually create additional incentives to build a regional arms control regime. 


There is no denying that nuclear weapons are fraught with grave risks due to their immense destructive force. However, it would be naïve to believe that a contemporary world would be much safer without nuclear weapons. States are able to unleash Armageddon without resorting to nukes. We have to bear in mind the two world wars and countless other clashes which exterminated entire nations and civilizations in the past. Nuclear weapons are just the symptom of a disease, which is states’ persistent fear for their basic security, not the cause of it. 


Nuclear weapons can be a constructive and sobering force at both global and regional levels of international politics. Of all regional systems beyond Euro-Atlantic area, it is Northeast Asia which has the characteristics most propitious for stable nuclear deterrence. It does not mean, of course, that proliferation in the region should be welcomed and promoted. But it would also be incorrect to claim that nuclearization has only negative consequences. 
Conclusion: Scenarios for Northeast Asia
I have examined three systemic forces – demography, nuclear weapons, and multilateral institutions –  that, on net, will mitigate conflict and promote stability in Northeast Asia. Mixing these heterogeneous factors might appear too eclectic and even confusing, but there is no denying that these forces do exist and affect regional geopolitics. 
Several qualifications are in order. First, it may well be that I have overlooked some systemic factors that are already at work or may emerge in the future. Second, apart from the variables influencing all or most of Northeast Asian countries, there are “individual” determinants peculiar to just one state. In certain circumstances, such determinants can have very powerful impact on the entire regional system. For instance, massive political or economic upheavals in China might lead to tectonic shifts in the region. In a similar way, North Korea’s implosion can cause a chain of unpredictable events, greatly changing regional landscape. Third, although, on balance, the three systemic forces are good for stability, they have their downsides. Negative socio-economic effects of population aging might cause instability in some countries, while the spillovers into international realm can not be completely excluded. Nuclear weapons, no doubt, have many inherent risks and dangers. And, as is evident from the foregoing analysis, multilateral institution building can become another arena for competition between the most powerful players.  Fourth, the stability-enhancing factors will operate simultaneously with the competition-inducing forces such as mutual distrust, lingering resentments, concentration of ambitious great powers, and rising state-centric nationalism. I argue that the pacifying tendencies will likely eventually have the upper hand. However, it is just impossible to predict with certainty which of the two opposing sets of causal mechanisms will prevail or what  will come out of their confluence (Friedberg 2005). 
In light of the preceding analysis, what could be the possible scenarios for Northeast Asia’s geopolitical landscape within the next 10-15 years? 

The continuation of U.S. “residual hegemony”. Even back in the early 2000s, when the United States was at the height of its “unipolar moment” in world politics, its position in the region was characterized as “incomplete hegemony” (Mastanduno 2003). The limited nature of the American primacy was largely due to the fact that it did not receive full acceptance and support from all of the key regional players, particularly China (Ibid.). At present, the United States –  weakened by the economic crisis, distracted by the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, and being increasingly overshadowed by the rising China – appears to have lost that kind of partial hegemony. Its current geopolitical status in Northeast Asia can be termed “residual hegemony”. The United States now retains clear superiority only in military area. The question is whether America will be able, and willing, to hold on even to such a “truncated” hegemony. Much will depend on whether Japan, South Korea and Taiwan keep their allegiance to Washington as junior partners in bilateral alliances
. If they do, the United States could continue to function as a pivotal power in Northeast Asia, perhaps increasingly shifting into the offshore balancer mode (Layne 2006). Under this scenario, the United States will remain the most influential regional actor in military-strategic and politico-diplomatic terms, while in other areas its standing will be much less impressive. 
China’s hegemony. Beijing will become the most powerful player in the region, dictating the rules of the game and introducing a Chinese version of Monroe doctrine for Northeast Asia and perhaps for the entire East Asia. China’s primacy would be greatly facilitated if a declining America decides to withdraw from the region due to the lack of resources and/or political will.
 In order to become fully established, Chinese hegemony would have to be recognized by Japan and Korea. In this regard, Japan is the most crucial as well as the most problematic. It is very difficult to imagine Japan accepting Chinese predominance. Nevertheless, such a possibility should not be discarded outright. Japan has repeatedly demonstrated  astonishing  turnarounds in its foreign policy. It did so in the latter half of the nineteenth century, renouncing isolationism, and after 1945, transforming  itself from a militaristic predator into a peaceful trading state. Japan is sometimes viewed as always seeking to align itself with the most powerful actor. According to such reasoning, if China replaces America as the region’s top dog, pragmatic Japanese might switch its allegiance from Washington to Beijing. Perhaps, it would not be too painful for Japan and other East Asian states to bandwagon with China, because, in a sense, it would mean a return to the longstanding order when the Middle Kingdom exercised suzerainty over much of the region
. 
In a nutshell, China’s hegemony will require America’s withdrawal and Japan’s resignation, conditions not entirely improbable, but having little plausibility from today’s perspective. 

The balance of power. This scenario anticipates a future in which no single actor has predominant influence in Northeast Asia, with power being distributed among two or more players. This is the most plausible geopolitical configuration for the region in the years ahead. Indeed, the current state of affairs, America’s residual hegemony, is extremely close to the balance of power model. Perhaps, it would not be a gross overstatement to claim that balance of power has already arrived in Northeast Asia. The big question, then, is in what direction it is going to evolve. 
Balance of power can be bipolar, with only two predominant actors, or multipolar, with three or more crucial players. For Northeast Asia, the bipolar model will almost certainly represent the United States and China as the pre-eminent states. By contrast, the list of likely participants in a possible multipolar order is not clear as yet. Japan is almost sure to be a key player, albeit less influential compared to China and America. Republic of Korea, especially if it reunifies with the North, is well positioned to claim the place at Northeast Asia’s major powers table. The fifth likely candidate is Russia, albeit its strategic influence is severely constrained by the lack of development in its Pacific territories. Moscow has recently launched a massive program aimed to boost the Russian Far East’s economy, partly because of the desire to play a more visible role in regional geopolitics. 
What may be even more important than the issue of polarity is the character of the emerging balance of power system in Northeast Asia. Richard Little’s distinction between adversarial balance of power and associational balance of power can be helpful. Adversarial  balance of power represents fiercely competitive relationships, with a chronic danger of war.  By contrast, associational balance of power is based on agreement among the major powers which collaborate to produce a durable stability (Little 2007). In Northeast Asia, an associational balance of power can operate both under bipolarity and multipolarity. In the bipolar context, this would essentially mean a condominium by China and the United States, an alternative that others might not find very comfortable. Japan, Korea and Russia would prefer a multipolar concert of powers, where they could act as less powerful but still influential players.
 The three moderating forces analyzed in the preceding sections – demography, nuclear deterrence, and multilateral institutions – raise the chances for Northeast Asia to achieve a stable multipolar balance based on concert-like consensus. Population aging and decline will inhibit the countries’ expansionist and belligerent  impulses. Possession of nuclear arms by a number of Northeast Asia’s players will make absolute strategic preponderance by any single actor virtually unattainable. In its turn, multilateral institutional framework will promote cooperation and common rules as well as constrain likely attempts at hegemony.
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� Northeast Asia is understood here as an international-political region comprising China (the mainland and Taiwan), Japan, Korea (North and South), Russia, and the United States. China, Japan and Korea are often seen as the core states of NEA. 





� The term “systemic” here designates that these variables apply to all or most of the actors of Northeast Asian system. Of course, such a use of the term is different from the Waltzian perspective whereby “systemic” is essentially about the structure of international system.





� Within a wider framework of East Asia, India and Australia will likely be added to such a political arrangement. 


� Potentially, the Middle East could soon become another case, if Iran produces nuclear weapons and enters the relationship of reciprocal nuclear deterrence with Israel.


� Over the last two decades, the most dangerous standoffs occurred in 1999 and 2001-02. 


� I assume that international system is fully nuclearized if all its major actors possess nuclear weapons. Among existing regional systems, only South Asia fits this category. International system is partially nuclearized if some of its major powers have nuclear weapons.





� In case of Taiwan, this alliance relationship is, of course, de-facto and informal. 


� On the “natural” and historically rooted character of Sino-centric order in East Asia, see Kang  2007.
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