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A History of War and Peace:

An Examination of the Military Build-Up in Asia


The Asian continent is the most heavily militarized region in the world today.  According to the International Institute of Strategic Studies, a total of 12,350,000 troops were either garrisoned in Asia, or belonged to nations with a military presence in Asia.  Eight of the ten largest armies in the world have a presence in Asia (ITSS).  Moreover, Asia is home to some of largest military budgets in the world.  For example, Russia ($44 bil), Japan ($40.4 bil) , China.($17.0 bil.)  India ($15.6 bil.), South Korea (11.8 bil.), Taiwan ($8.2 bil.), and Singapore ($4.3 bil) were ranked among the top defense spenders in the world (Heritage, 34).  Finally, many Asian nations spend a large portion of their gross domestic product on their military budgets.  For example, North Korea reports military expenditures accounting for one fifth of its GDP.  Likewise Vietnam, Singapore, Pakistan, and Cambodia round out the list of top five nations in terms of military spending as a share of GDP (Heritage, 34). Furthermore, military spending in some parts of Asia is continuing to grow.  Chinese defense spending has reportedly grown by double digits for several years (Global Security).  Additionally, several Asian countries have taken steps to revamp their military capabilities (GAO: General Accounting Office).

The military build-up in Asia has been a source of heated debate for several years throughout the world.  This debate appears very different depending on the region of the world in which it is being waged.  In East Asia, the debate looms large for smaller nations fearing what they view as expansionist ambitions among their larger neighbors such as China and Russia.  In Southeast Asia, the debate is equally strong amidst newly industrializing nations (so called "NICS").  In South Asia, the debate has taken on a new sense of urgency with the nuclear armaments of Pakistan and India. Additionally, all nations in the region, great and large must contend with a formidable Japan (see section below for an outline of the factors regarding Japan's military capabilities).  In the United States, the debate regarding the military build-up in Asia also looms large.  Additionally, this debate has a polarizing effect, often splitting pundits into opposing groups.   


The following section examines some of the positions advocated for by some individuals in the United States concerned with Asia and the perceived military build-up evident in that region.  Next this paper will examine the various historical factors that continue to affect the military build-up in Asia.  In doing so, this paper focuses on four regions in which the Asian military-build up has been hotly contested: First, this paper focuses on North Korea, examining the causes of conflict on the Korean peninsula and evaluating how this conflict affects current regional and global tensions.  Second, this paper examines debates relating to China’s military build-up, again current tensions are evaluated in light of historical events.  Third, this paper investigates the tensions surrounding Taiwanese independence or unification with mainland China.  In this analysis, the roles of several regional actors are evaluated.  Fourth, this paper examines the Asian military build-up with regards to Japan, again historical factors are used to illuminate current tensions.  This paper concludes by offering some guidelines for establishing peaceful resolutions to military tensions on the Asian continent.




General Concerns with Asia's Military Build-Up


This section explores the view--among some-- that developments in Asia should be the source of concern for policy makers operating within the United States.


 On the one hand, some have argued that there is a large and disconcerting military buildup occurring on the Asian continent.  These pundits would argue that this build-up is a threat to the interest of America, Americans, and American allies.  These individuals would likely argue that American policy should focus on preserving the interests of the United States in the face of opposing interests of many Asian actors.  These actors would include China, North Korea, Russia, and even Japan (though the latter has been an American ally since the American occupation of 1945-1952).  Those who would advocate that American policy should view Asian military power and advances with concern would point to China's efforts at modernizing its military: China has affected many projects to do so, including a move away from the more traditional "People's War" (Garver, 1993)strategies advocated for during Mao's tenure towards a scaled-down, more technologically-advanced military.

Why North Korea has been a focus of concern for American Pundits


Those who view China's attempts to modernize its military can also find cause for alarm when examining developments in the nation bordering china to the south, North Korea.  In the minds of some pundits, North Korea has perennially appeared as a source of concern and a threat to national and international interests among countries with a stake in Asian and East Asian affairs (Buzo, 2002).  One possible explanation for the deep concern regarding North Korea relates to the Cold War past.  The Korean War was a watershed in American policy during the Cold War and beyond (in fact, many remnants of the Cold War in Asia remain today, such as the division of Taiwan and the Korean Continent itself). 


The Korean war was responsible for a much more active American foreign policy towards East Asia and beyond.  Prior to the Korean war, American policy was focused less on a global communist threat and more on the actions of the Soviet Union and the Soviet Block countries themselves.  However, the outbreak of hostilities on the  Korean continent caused the United States to commit American military power and resources to the Asian region for the first time since the unconditional surrender of Japan in 1945.  Additionally, the Korean War marked the first "hot war" of the Cold War--the first outbreak of fighting between the United States Army and communist forces anywhere in the world (Buzo, 1993).  Because of these reasons relating to the Cold War history and concerns of American actors, North Korea has often been viewed as a threat to American interests in Asia. 


The perception of North Korea as a threatening nation to American interests and allies did not end with the Korean Armistice that put an end to combat in the Korean War  In fact, even the end of the Cold War has not eliminated the often heated and embittered difficulties and hostilities between North Korea and the United States.  As hostilities did not end with these two events, it remains today.  This paper will attempt to address some of the underlying regional, local, and global factors responsible for this hostility.  One of the factors responsible for the continuing hostility between American and North Korean interests again owes its origins to history.  The current leader of the Democratic People's Republic of Korea (known as the DPRK), Kim Jung Il (born February 16 1942) is the eldest son of Kim Il Sung (who died in 1954), the same North Korean communist leader who led the DPRK army--along with support from The People's Republic of China and The Soviet Union--in the three-year battle for control over the Korean continent against American troops (Korea Web Weekly-http://www.kimsoft.com/korea.htm).


The view, among some in the United States, that North Korea is an enemy of the United States has been perpetuated for other reasons.  Namely, the Democratic Peoples Republic of Korea has been perceived as a threat to the allies of the United States operating on the Asian continent.  In accordance with this view, many can point to North Korea's weapon's program as an attempt to harass its neighbor on the Korean continent.  The United States has had a long-standing commitment to the defense of South Korea (officially the Republic of Korea, stationed in Seoul).  American policy makers committed the military power and resources of the United States to the defense of South Korea for the three-year long battle with the North Korean army from the years 1950 to 1953 (Buzo, 2002).  Additionally, the United States has had a security agreement with the Republic of Korea (Mutual Defense Treat) in which it has pledged it support to the ROK in the event of an attack on the part of the Democratic Peoples Republic of Korea (Cato Institute, 2004).  This commitment has been more than a questionable "on paper" deal: the United States armed forces currently houses troops south of the thirty-eighth parallel as a defense of the ROK against a DPRK attack (this defense has been deemed a "trip wire" because it is intended to act not as a complete defense force, but rather as symbolic commitment from the United States to South Korea indicating that America will be willing to send additional troops to defend its ally against any kind of attack from North Korea.



Why Recent Developments in China Have Caused Concern Among American Pundits 


Although the People's Republic of China has not been considered a "rogue nation" in the same sense as North Korea, some American pundits nevertheless view the Chinese government in Beijing as a threat to the interests of the United States and its allies (Kennedy, 2003).  These concerns are the result of several disparate factors that vary along several dimensions: some factors are rooted in a balance-of-power framework concerned with China's role as a regional power along the Asian continent; some factors are rooted in fears of an economic competition between the United States and China; some factors are rooted in less-concrete psychological issues that are responsible for a general sense of distrust towards China (these factors may in turn be the result of more concrete factors such as human rights concerns).  This section of this paper will address some of these issues that have led to a perception of China as a threatening state in the world today.

China and the Regional and International Balance of Power


Among the top concerns facing American pundits concerned with China's position in the global and regional balance of power is a seemingly simple consideration, yet it is one that has proven more complex than perhaps expected.  Namely, some commentators in the United States have been concerned with China's defense expenditures and its efforts to modernize its military program.  

Difficulties in Evaluating China’s Military Expenditures 


China's defense expenditures (discussed elsewhere in this paper) are for some a great cause of concern because of the lack of transparency evident in China's accounting practices.  All said it is very difficult for researchers in the United States to determine the exact amount China has spent on its defensive and offensive capabilities at the end of every year.  This problem has become so entrenched that American think tanks have employed a practice of multiplying the official figure China publishes every year by some factor to determine an estimate of China's true military defense expenditures.  For example, the Heritage Foundation a think tank that some consider to be politically right-of-center, multiplies China’s official military budget by a factor of 1.5 to 2.0 in its annual publication  (U.S. and Asia Statistical Handbook  (this has been considered by some to be a rather conservative estimate of China’s military defense spending).  The source for the figure below is the China State Statistical Bureau.
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American pundits have shown concern over other issues above and beyond China’s lack of transparency regarding its military expenditures.  Specifically some commentators within the United States have expressed concern over what those defense expenditure estimates might represent.  Namely, they pose the question: What kind of military might is China hoping to develop with its defense expenditure.  More to the point, many pundits are concerned with another, perhaps more relevant question: what kinds of ambitions does China possess with regard these resources? (Kennedy, 2003)  That is, what does the PRC hope and plan to do with an expanded military?  Some researchers working on issues related to modern China have posited that one may determine China’s military power ambitions by exploring the kinds of military resources China is attempting to procure (Newsmax, 2004).  For example, these researchers would point to a nation’s development of what has been called a “blue water” navy as an indication that such a nation has ambitions of projecting power not only regionally, but also globally.  Conversely, these researchers would point to a nation that has purchased what is referred to as a “green water” navy as an indication that such a nation has ambitions of projecting power regionally and locally, but not globally.

Modernizing China’s Military Forces


China’s military has, in the past, been a large and outmoded force.  Under Mao, the People’s republic of China took an approach he deemed “People’s War.”  This approach focused on the numerical advantage of the Chinese army and people: there were simply too many Chinese soldiers (and Chinese citizens for these soldiers to live amongst) for an enemy to combat effectively on the mainland (Garver, 1993).  This strategy involved a degree of guerilla warfare and focused on the notion that any force seeking to invade the Chinese mainland would eventually become bogged down and retreat its forces.  It would seem that this strategy would also make it very difficult for China to project its power very far outside its borders: Chinese equipment was often seriously lacking (this is clearly evident from the fact that Chinese battalions would often scavenge weapons from the bodies of their enemies).  However, the PRC has sought to change this dynamic.  


In modernizing its military forces, China has turned to Russia for aid (FAS, 2004; Garver, 1993).  On October 16 1964, China tested its first atomic bomb (Nuclear Weapons Archive).  This was the first nuclear test for the People’s Republic of China.  It was not, however its last.  On June 17th, 1967 China tested a hydrogen bomb.  By this time, this test was China’s sixth nuclear test.  Although by international standards, China’s nuclear weapons capabilities are small, they remain evident and perhaps problematic.


China’s attempts with regard to its nuclear program have continued to prove problematic well after the nuclear tests described above.  This paradigm became quite evident during a scandal that occurred in 1999.  During that year, a scientist by the name of Wen Ho Lee was arrested and accused of attempting to transfer information from the United States to China (Kennedy, 2003).  Wen Ho Lee later plead guilty to a charge of mishandling nuclear secrets (Kennedy, 17).  In May of 1999 the “Cox Report” was issued by the House Select Committee on U.S. National Security and Military/Commercial Concerns with the PRC.  This report (named for Christopher Cox a Congressman from California) claimed that the People’s Republic of China had engaged in a longstanding practice of stealing American military technology in an attempt to improve its nuclear arsenal (Kennedy, 17).


China’s attempts to modernize its military have not been limited to its development into a declared nuclear power.  China has scaled down its ranks and has—in this and other ways—become more and more like the modern armies of today.  For example, the People’s Liberation Army had abolished ranks during the 1960s and 1970s for what it viewed as ideological reasons (Free Dictionary, 2004).  However, in an attempt to modernize and perhaps compete with the advanced armies of the world China has since reestablished a rank structure in the People’s Liberation Army (the PLA).

China and the Debate Over Taiwan

The Role of History in the Current Conflict 


Many researchers state that the conflict over Taiwan is the most difficult and problematic issue facing US-China relations today.  Like the conflict with North Korea, this issue has longstanding historical roots.  In fact, these roots predate even the Cold War; the roots of the Taiwan conflict date back to the Chinese civil war.  The Chinese civil war was fought between the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) headed by Mao Zedong and the Chinese Nationalist party (known as the Kuomintang or KMT) headed by Chiang Kai-shek (China History).  Some policy makers in the United States had a longstanding history of support for Chiang Kai-shek and his wife and so supported the Kuomintang party in its battle against the Chinese Communist Party for control of the Chinese mainland.  However, the Kuomintang lost control of the mainland in 1949 and the fled to the Island of Formosa (known as Taiwan) 


Although the Kuomintang had been chased from the mainland, they continued to assert that they were the legitimate government for all of China.  As a result, while Mao declared the birth of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) in October 1949, Chiang continued to assert that his government, the Republic of China (ROC) represented all Chinese people—on the island of Taiwan
 and on the mainland.  As this debate raged on, a new debate began to form within the United States itself.  This debate became known as the “Who lost China?” (Washington Post, April 19, 1999) debate and was an attempt to determine how the US-backed Nationalist regime could have succumbed to communist forces.  This debate was particularly informed by rising Cold War tensions.  And so what had begun as a result of the Chinese civil war had now become an issue with global balance-of-power considerations.


The separation of Taiwan from mainland China took on a renewed importance in Chinese-American relations with the advent of the Korean War.  Almost immediately after the Kim Il Sung’s DPRK forces crossed the thirty-eighth parallel into South Korea, US President Truman dispatched the American Seventh Fleet into the Taiwan Strait (consulted: Garver, 1993).  This action—a patrol of the Taiwan Strait by American armed forces—had the effect of freezing the Chinese civil war in two ways: 1)  The presence of the American navy in the Taiwan Strait prevented communist forces from invading the island of Taiwan.  2) Also, the presence of the American navy in the Taiwan Strait prevented the Nationalist in Taiwan from retaking the mainland.  This dynamic has caused bilateral tensions between the PRC and the United States that remain today.

Taiwan’s Status Today—Its Affect on Regional Tensions


The American Seventh Fleet continues to patrol the Taiwan Strait to this day.  Additionally, cross-strait tensions have not subsided since the dispatching of the fleet after the outbreak of the Korean war in 1950.  An example of these remnant tensions can be found in the so-called “Taiwan Strait Crises” of 1954 and 1958 (Academic Maine, 2004).  In these two events, the PRC government on the mainland and the ROC government housed on Taiwan clashed over small islands (Quemoy and Matsu) that separate the mainland from Taiwan.  Though large-scale war did not occur, these crises served as a reminder that tensions over the Taiwan issue were far from resolved.


Today, Taiwan’s status is still hotly debated.  It is an island with so-called “de facto” independence.  This “de-facto” independence indicates that the island does not maintain an official status as a nation state (it is not recognized by the international community as such).  This lack of official recognition began when the Republic of China (ROC) government housed in Taiwan was unseated in the United Nations General Assembly and replaced with the communist government, The People’s Republic of China, centered in Beijing.  This change occurred in 1971 after a Twenty-one-power resolution granted was presented to the United Nations assembly and approved (Garver, 46).  This change occurred only after the United States made it clear that it would not oppose such a move (in keeping with the sentiment of rapprochement supported by Kissinger and Nixon).


Though Taiwan does not possess “de-jure” or official independence, it’s “de-facto” independence (Taipei Times, 1999) signifies that the island functions—in its daily operations—like an independent state.  Taiwan has not operated as a province of China (its official status according to China) since Chiang Kai-shek’s arrival on the island in 1945.  Additionally, Taiwan originates and maintains trade relationships as if it were an independent nation.  Taiwan’s ambiguous standing has been both the cause of regional tensions—tensions that may relate to the military build-up in Asia—and also a tool for resolving regional tensions.  



In May 2004, cross-strait tensions reached a new level of international significance when Taiwanese president Chen Shui-Bian, then in the midst of a reelection campaign, offered Taiwanese voters a referendum regarding Taiwan’s defense and defensive capabilities vis-à-vis its neighbor mainland China (Factsheet, 2004).  This referendum drew international attention because it was seen as a step in the direction of official independence for the island.
Specifically, the referendum asked Taiwanese voters if they would support increasing Taiwan’s defensive weapons.  What follows is the translated text of the referendum decided on by Taiwanese voters in May 2004. 
“1. The People of Taiwan demand that the Taiwan Strait issue be resolved through peaceful means. Should mainland China refuse to withdraw the missiles it has targeted at Taiwan and to openly renounce the use of force against us, would you agree that the government should acquire more advanced anti-missile weapons to strengthen Taiwan's self-defense capabilities?


2. Would you agree that our government should engage in negotiation with mainland China on the establishment of a "peace and stability" framework for cross-Strait interactions in order to build consensus and for the welfare of the peoples on both sides?”  (Factbook)


This move on the part of President Chen was vehemently criticized in China’s national press: on March 23, 2004 China’s Xinhua News Agency released a comment on the Taiwanese referendum that was reprinted in major Chinese newspapers, The People's Daily, Liberation Daily and Beijing Daily.  This denounced president Chen’s actions as “kidnapping the people's will” and committing “political fraud” (Xianhua News agency, cited in Straits Times, 2004).  Additionally, American President George W. Bush spoke out against the referendum (Atimes, 2003).  Specifically, the Bush administration voiced its opposition to an attempt on the part of Taiwan to change the regional “status-quo” that has maintained some degree of stability across the Taiwan Strait (Agence France Presse, online resource 2004:  cited in Taiwan security).  

The People’s Republic of China and the United States were not the only nations to oppose the referendum.  In fact, German chancellor Gerhard Schroeder voiced a similar opposition, stating that Germany was against any act that could threaten to “increase tensions in the region” (Reuters News Agency, 2004, online resource).  Additionally, South Korean officials voiced their concern over Taiwan’s proposed referendum.  The Foreign Ministry for the Republic of Korea (South Korea) stated that, “"Our government has concerns over the recent moves by Taiwan that can cause tensions” (Associated Press, February 28 2004, online resource:).  Additionally, France and Brazil have spoken out against the referendum.  These statements indicate the pointed fear held by many nations that East Asia is an area vulnerable to some degree of conflict.  Furthermore, these statements illustrate the belief that the Taiwan issue has the potential to raise the intensity of those conflicts. 


The Taiwanese referendum is significant to the military build-up in Asia for two primary reasons.  First, the referendum itself addresses the issue of military armament vis-à-vis Taiwan’s mainland neighbors.  Second, the referendum calls into question Taiwan’s status as a practically, but not officially independent state (see above).  This latter issue has significant implications for regional security and military build-up since, according to some, the Taiwan issue has the potential to create a military conflict in East Asia.  


Significantly, Taiwanese president Chen Shui-bain indicated that Taiwan’s military armament would continue even if the referendum were to be defeated by voters.  In what may be a response to China’s recent military build-up, President Chen indicated that Taiwan would continue forward with plans to purchase several weapons from the United States in a deal that is considered the largest of its kind on Taiwan in the last ten years.  The weapons purchase would include a “proposed $15 billion special budget to help buy eight diesel-engine submarines, four Kidd-class destroyers -- powerful air-defense vessels -- 12 P-3C Orion submarine-hunting aircraft, and Patriot PAC-3 anti-missile missiles” (Reuters News Agency , Feb. 19, 2004: online resource).  Military purchases of this kind are an example of the significant military armaments on the Asian continent.


The referendum was in fact defeated in the Spring 2004 Taiwanese election.  However, the impact of the referendum was not erased with a loss at the polls.  In fact, among those Taiwanese citizens who voted on the referendum, the measure was passed overwhelmingly.  The sole reason that measure did not take affect was turnout.  According to Taiwanese rules a referendum must have been voted on by fifty percent  of voters in order to be passed.  The referendum was, in fact, voted upon by approximately forty-five percent of voters; however, ninety-two percent of voters who voiced their views on the issue supported the referendum (San Francisco Chronicle, Mar. 21, 2004 online resource, see references).  This level of support for the referendum indicates that the increase of military armaments by Taiwan, vis-à-vis mainland China has a degree of popular backing.  This popular backing is not only worrisome for the leadership on the Chinese mainland, it may be worrisome for those portions of the international community that view such armaments as a threat to regional stability.

The Japan Factor


One cannot explore the military build-up in Asia or its implications without first examining the impact of Japan on the region both historically and presently.  For this reason, the following section will explore Japan’s colonial history in Asia, its activities during the American occupation from 1945 to 1952 and its current stance and resources with regard to the Asian region.

Historical Factors: Japan as a colonial power
Japan Learns From the European Nations How to Become a Colonial Power


Historically, Japan has been the only colonial power in Asia.  With the qualified exception of Thailand, every east Asian nation has been subjected to some form of colonial power at the hands of European empires or Japan.  The Meiji restoration that occurred at the end of the nineteenth century brought profound changes to Japan’s international stance (McClain, 2002).  Under the new Meiji emperor and his powerful advisors, Japan began to search for ways to modernize according to a European model.  Eventually, the new sentiment amongst some Japanese leaders began to emerge: the best way to compete with the Western colonial powers was to emulate them.


As a result of this determination to compete with the western colonial powers, Japan began a process of modernizing its military along the western model.  Japan hosted a series of advisors from the great western powers to accomplish this end (see McClain, 2003).  Additionally, Japan purchased modern weapons to make the country a great power in the age of modern warfare.  The ambitions of some Japanese leaders, paired with these new military tools, set the stage for Japan’s colonial expansionism during the first half of the twentieth century.

Japanese Colonialism in Practice
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Accordingly Japan colonized portions of the Asian continent.  In 1910, Japan annexed the Korean continent outright as a Japanese colony (Country Studies, 2004: online resource)).  In the case of Korea, Japanese rule was used a substitute for rule by the Korean elites that proceeded the Japanese annexation (Country Studies).  However, Korea was not Japan’s only colony: in 1932 Japan established a puppet state in Manchuria (an Area in northern China) known as “Manchukuo” or “Manzhouguo” (Aasian, 2002).  Although technically Manchukoa/ Manzhouguo operated independently of the Japanese state, in reality it was little more than a Japanese colony and in 1945, Japanese rule of  Manchukoa/ Manzhouguo officially ended along with that of Japan’s other colonial possessions (Asianst, 2004).

Japanese colonialism was not limited to East Asia.  Rather, the Japanese empire expanded to Southeast Asia during the early 1940s.  In an agreement with the pro-axis Vichy French government, Japan took possession of Vietnam (which had previously been a French colony) (Wilson, Constance.  “Colonialism and Nationalism in Southeast Asia.”  (Outline) an online resource)..  In addition, in May 1942 the Japanese Imperial Army gained control of the Philippines (in this case, Japan also established a puppet government as it had in Manchukoa/ Manzhouguo/ Manchuria (Seasite, 2004).
Subsequent to the unconditional surrender of Japanese forces on September 2 1945, all of Japan’s colonial possessions were liquidated and Japan entered into a seven-year occupation under American leadership that would last until 1952 McClain, 2002).  Though the surrender ended the period of Japanese colonial rule throughout East and Southeast Asia, the remnants of Japanese colonial rule remain today.  Specifically, the actions of the Japanese empire throughout its colonial period have shaped the relations between Japan and its Asian neighbors as well as the relationship between Japan and the United States.  The following section explores the role that these relationships currently play in the military build-up of Asia.

The American Influence of Japan’s Military Standing in Asia


Japan’s surrender at the end of World War II was an unconditional one.  As such, Japan entered into a period of occupation that would last until April 1952 (Guide, 2004; Kingston, 2001 ).  This period of occupation, led by General Douglas MacArthur, would effectively reshape Japan in many fundamental ways.  In addition to social, political, and economic reforms, the occupation permanently reshaped Japan’s military stance.  Specifically, the new Japanese constitution, ratified in 1947,   renounced Japan’s right to maintain military forces (Kingston, 113).  Article nine of the new constitution states in no uncertain terms that Japan will never again possess the capability to make war:

“Article 9: Aspiring sincerely to an international peace based on justice and order, the Japanese people forever renounce war as sovereign right of the nation and the threat or use of force as a means of settling international disputes”

This article of the new Japanese constitution did not leave the matter in any state of ambiguity.  Rather the passage continues on to outline specifically how the Japan will ensure its renunciation of force.  Specifically, the very methods by which a nation can project military power had been forsaken.  In this case again, the text of the Japanese constitution itself serves as the best illustration:

“In order to accomplish the aim of the preceding paragraph [cited above], land, sea, and air forces, as well as other war potential, will never be maintained.  The right of belligerency of the state will not be recognized.” (Kingston, 113)


Although these excerpts from the very text of the Japanese constitution seem to render Japan in no way a threat (perceived or otherwise) to its enemies, the reality has been somewhat more complex. As this paper will illustrate in the following sections, Japan’s neighbors on the Asian continent, maintain a fear of Japanese military power despite its official renunciation of such power.  Also evident in the following sections is a unique dynamic: the fear of a renewed threat from Japan has—along with other factors  outlined below--shaped the course of the military build-up in Asia.

Japan: How Historical Factors Shape the Current Military Build-up in Asia

How Colonial History in Asia Has Shaped the Military Build-up

The history of colonial expansion on the part of Japan continue to shape the power structure dynamic in Asia in two principal ways.  First, Japan’s imperial domination of its Asian neighbors has shaped the current relationship between many Asian states in Japan.  Specifically, with regard to security concerns, Japan’s neighbors continue to view Japan with a sense of wariness that may influence their decisions to maintain substantial military armaments.  Second, Japan’s colonial possession of the Korean peninsula set the stage for the current division of Korea: the existence of the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK) and the Republic of Korea (ROK) owe directly to the years of Japanese colonial rule. 


Japan’s history as colonial power continues to shape and maintain the fear among some of Japan’s neighbors that Japan may again become a threatening power on the Asian continent.  This fear was immediately evident even as much of Japan lay in ruins at the conclusion of the battle with the US in the pacific.  Accordingly, the Sino-Soviet Treaty of Friendship, Alliance, and Mutual Assistance signed on February 14 1950 is very explicit in its language about the fear of Japanese aggression (Source: USSR Information Bulletin, 24 February 1950).  The translated text of the agreement makes certain that both China and the Soviet Union will combine forces to combat a perceived Japanese threat:

“Filled with determination jointly to prevent, by the consolidation of friendship and co-operation between the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics and the People’s Republic of China, the rebirth of Japanese imperialism and a repetition of aggression on the part of Japan or any other state which should unite in any form with Japan in acts of aggression.” (Source: USSR Information Bulletin, 24 February 1950).


This excerpt highlights two important factors that continue to play a part in the belief among some of Japan’s neighbors that they must be wary (and perhaps armed) in the even of a Japanese threat: first the text highlights the notion that Japan’s colonial past very much remains evident, though Japan no longer retains its colonial possessions.  Second, the text highlights the fact that though Japan has been severely weakened by the affects of World War II, it is seen a country with the necessary resources to become a threat to much larger nations such as China and Russia.  

The fact that this wariness of Japan has not been extinguished in recent years is evident the recent on the part of a Chinese author recounting what many Chinese recall as a history of Japanese violence against the Chinese people.  In 1997, Iris Chang published a book entitled The Rape of Nanking.  This book highlights what Chang views as the “forgotten holocaust of World War II” (Chang, 1997).  This term is a reference to the massacre of Chinese civilians living in Nanking at the hands of Japanese Imperial Forces in 1937.

Potential Solutions

Issue 1:
Tensions in Asia Will Not Be Resolved By Simplified Solutions


The problems outlined in this paper are complex, and as such do not prompt simple solutions.  In fact, if the conflicts detailed in this paper share a single theme, it is the notion that simple solutions have often led to disastrous conflicts.  In 1945, Kim Jung Il sought a simple solution to the unification Korea: invasion.  Accordingly, his South Korean counterpart Syngman Rhee shared the simplified notion that Korea could only be unified by force.  And yet both leaders were mistaken, for unification never occurred: even after the prolonged battle for control of the Korean peninsula (a battle that involved Soviet and American forces as well), Korea was not united (Buzo, 2003).  In fact the peninsula remains in an official state of war to this day (the armistice agreement signed in 1953 was officially a mere cease-fire).


Likewise, conflicts and tensions relating to Japan were not resolved by simple solutions.  Prior to the outbreak of war in the pacific, Japan and its leaders were faced with a difficult and complex dilemma: the island chain that historically constituted Japan could not provide the Japanese people with all the resources (natural and otherwise) that Japan required for its plan of rapid modernization (Irye, 47-97).  As such, Japan sought a simple solution to the complex problem of economic reconstruction: the Japanese empire sought to colonize other countries that seemed to possess the resources Japan required.  Again, as in the case of Korea, the most simple solution (as perceived by the leaders of the time) led to military conflict.  And, as in Korea, the conflict affected not only the countries directly involved, but spread to create regional and even global hostilities.


Just as in Korea and Japan, the conflicts surrounding China’s military build-up do not make for simple solutions, for the problems themselves are complex.  China remains a large nation, with many regional interests and urgent priorities, in a heavily fortified region of the world.  Its border with Russia has been the source of conflict through portions of the 1950s and 1960s (Garver, 1993).  Furthermore, China’s conflicts and potentials for conflict do not end with Russia.  China has had a contentious relationship with its neighbor India—a conflict that has also led to military conflicts (Garver, 1993).  In addition to this history of conflict with larger nations, China has faced conflict with Vietnam. In 1979, Chinese troops battled Vietnamese troops despite their history of cooperation (onwar, 2004 online resource).  

China’s history of regional conflict must clearly play a role in its decision to arm itself and modernize its military.  However, the very armaments that the People’s Republic views as a move towards self defense has been seen by many of China’s neighbors as a threatening and disturbing trend.  As such, many smaller nations in Asia have viewed the PRC as what has been termed the “China threat.” In a circular fashion, this perception of a “China threat” could lead other nations to fortify their defenses against the People’s Republic, which could, in turn, lead to increased armament and military modernization on the part of China vis-à-vis its neighbors.

Issue 2:
Communication and Information Exchange are Important


The issues and conflicts outlined in this paper have often pointed towards situations in which there existed a lack of communication and information was limited or mistaken.  Much like the reliance on simple solutions, this approach can contribute to the escalations of tensions and further military build-up on the Asian continent.  As in previous issues outlined above, history illustrates how a lack of communication and information can contribute to additional hostilities and render solutions to those hostilities more difficult.


A lack of accurate information and difficulties in achieving clear communication have contributed to many of the debates and responses surrounding China’s military modernization.  As outlined earlier, the international community has had great difficulty assessing China’s annual military spending budget.  As such, this lack of communication can lead to rampant estimations and possible miscalculations.  There are numerous of estimates of China’s true military expenditures.  In response to these estimates the official Chinese press continues to argue that the figures provided by the Chinese government are true and accurate (People’s Daily).  Furthermore, the official Chinese press has issued negative responses to the practice, among foreign think tanks, of issuing estimates of China’s capabilities.  Specifically, the People’s Daily, a component of China’s official media, released this statement in a March 2004 story: 

“An analysis of overseas media reports on China's military spending reveals two distinct features, that is, ‘exaggerating figures, and conjecturing uses’. 

Although the Chinese government has published detailed figures of military expenditure, [foreign] media simply disbelieve them.”  (People’s Daily: http://english.peopledaily.com.cn/200403/15/eng20040315_137544.shtml)

This statement highlights the Chinese government’s consternation at the speculation on the part of foreign experts regarding their military capabilities.  The same article cited above maintains that China’s published figures outlining its military expenditures are accurate.

Conversely, from the point of view of many foreign governments and media organizations, one should interpret the lack of communication regarding China’s military expenditures as a result of China’s refusal to publish accurate figures of its armaments.  For example on foreign news source ran the following headline in response to China’s publication of its annual military budget: “Wars and Rumors of Wars: Chinese military budget mostly hidden—Secretive PLA finances make increase hard to gauge” (WorldNet: http://www.wnd.com/news/article.asp?ARTICLE_ID=22001).  

The lack of communication and accurate information regarding China’s military expenditures can naturally lead to speculation about what exactly China plans to do with its increased budget (the presence of a budget increase is not debated, only the precise degree to which it has been enlarged is the subject of speculation).  Without accurate information, conjecture is once again highly prevalent.  This speculation can however be problematic: in the absence of substantive and accurate information, pundits are left to either overestimate China’s ambitions or to underestimate them.  Both of these alternatives can be problematic: overestimating China’s military ambitions vis-à-vis the projection of regional or global power can lead to a kind of alarmism on the part of China’s  neighbors, which may in turn cause these neighbors to increase their own spending, which may in turn escalate tensions on the Asian continent.  Likewise, an underestimation of China’s military capabilities can lead to a similar state of alarm and military build-up if the underestimated figures are deemed to be inaccurate.

A more general lack of information has plagued relations between the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea and its neighbors.  Many analysts and researchers outside of the Korean peninsula have deemed North Korea the most closed-off and impenetrable nation to study.  These experts assert that there is simply a lack of accurate information flowing from North Korea to the rest of the world.  For example, an article published by the Center for Nonproliferation Studies at the Monterey Institute of International Studies states that paucity of information from North Korea “presents particular challenges for obtaining information and developing the understanding necessary for an effective foreign policy” (cns.miis, 2004, online resource). Again, as in the case with China, efforts should be taken by all sides to improve communication and the exchange of information in an attempt to diffuse tensions on the Korean Peninsula and elsewhere in Asia.
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