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I. INTRODUCTION 
  
Since Cambodia, Lao and Vietnam fell into the hands of communist revolu-

tionaries in 1975, quickly followed by the Khmer Rouge’s reign of terror, the 
region has witnessed at least three miracles, the first of which is widely recognized: 
the East-Asian economic miracle. The second miracle remains less well known: 
the end of mass atrocities (Bellamy 2014). The third miracle continues to unfold, 
as former foes are still making efforts to become friends who seek to build 
regional institutions and communities. The Association of Southeast Asian Nations 
(ASEAN), for instance, declared 2015 to be the first year of its regional economic, 
cultural and political-security communities. 

Unfortunately, such miracles do not always last, nor do they happen as often 
as we wish. More often than not, new miseries lurk behind miracles. In East Asia, 
new challenges have now emerged: the threat of China’s rise, as perceived by 
other states in the region; the growing rivalry between or among great powers 
(China, Russia, Japan and the United States); territorial disputes in the East and 
South China Seas; military buildups (especially nuclear and naval modernization); 
and recent stock market crashes and, arguably, currency wars. These all threaten to 
erase the memory of every past miracle. 

This paper argues that the development of an Asia-Pacific peace community 
requires a degree of human security that only stable democratic states are capable 
of providing. Although much has been written about human security in East Asia 
(Howe 2014, 2013; Peou 2009a), no serious effort has been made to make human 
security the key conceptual foundation of a regional peace community. One of the 
arguments being advanced here, however, poses a challenge to the “peace-through-
prosperity” proposition that tends to ignore the dark side of wealth. Although 
democracy also has its own dark side (because states that embrace this type of 
government have a history of waging war against undemocratic states), demo-
cracies have a proven track record of success in building and maintaining regional 
peace communities. Thus, this article advances the concept of regional peace 
community and seeks to validate the following proposition: people-centered or 
human security-based democracies are stable, and stable democracies make regional 
peace communities durable. I will begin by reviewing the relevant arguments 
representing alternative theoretical perspectives peace building in East Asia. 

 
II. THEORETICAL ARGUMENTS: THE REGIONAL AND HUMAN 

SECURITY NEXUS 
 
The idea of a regional security community poses a theoretical challenge to 

traditional security studies, which has long been dominated by political realism. 
Proponents tend to be social constructivists (Adler and Barnett 1998a), who see 
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two basic types of regional security community: amalgamated and pluralistic. 
Amalgamated security communities are highly centralized to the extent that states 
agree to relinquish their sovereignty in favor of supra-nationalism, whereas states 
in pluralistic communities retain their sovereignty but no longer find one another 
militarily threatening. In a nutshell, security community members cease preparing 
for war against one another and co-exist peacefully, effectively constrained by 
collective norms and identities (Adler and Barnett 1998b). 

Security community is, in fact, peace community, for every effective security 
community is a “non-war” community (Wæver 1998). The European Union (EU) 
is the best example. Other scholars use the term “warm peace” to describe the 
European community (Miller 2005). Non-war community is a “peace community,” 
primarily because the theoretical framework adopted in this paper is in line with 
Immanuel Kant’s notion of “perpetual peace.” Social constructivists tend to see a 
linear progression of three logics: Hobbesian, Lockean and Kantian, where “Kantian” 
states no longer wage war against one another and even behave self-sacrificially 
(Wendt 1999). 

Whether a regional peace community exists in Asia is debatable. Clearly, 
social constructivists have long made credible arguments to that effect. Construc-
tivists who specialize in Asian regional politics and security have observed 
regional elites’ efforts at building security communities. Amitav Acharya (1991, 
2001), for instance, is famous for advancing the thesis that the political elites in 
the ASEAN region have chosen to build a peaceable security community. His 
analysis appears to be empirically validated when the ASEAN members officially 
formed their community in 2015. Acharya (2001, 2013) makes the case that no 
arms raceis underway in the region. Others think ASEAN has played a central role 
in the Asia Pacific, “despite its lack of material power” (Caballero-Anthony 2014). 
Alastair Iain Johnston (2003) tested for the effect of socialization on state behavior, 
using the ASEAN Regional Forum as his focus of analysis, showing that member 
states developed “habits of cooperation” through “social back patting” and that 
regional cooperation is possible. China offers a good example of how states’ 
interests change. Prior to joining the ARF, China had not been aware of what its 
interests were, and it was highly skeptical of multilateral mechanisms. That is no 
longer the case. 

The critical question is not whether ASEAN has played a leadership role in 
establishing institutional networks, but whether its “leadership” role is independent 
of other variables. In spite of her defense of ASEAN centrality, for instance, 
Caballero-Anthony (2014, 581) concedes that “ASEAN clearly needs to work 
harder to build its own institutional capacity. This ultimately requires a combination 
of political will and considerable investment.” Meanwhile new challenges to the 
ASEAN efforts at regional community building have emerged. Territorial disputes 
between Cambodia and Thailand turned violent, despite their being members of 
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ASEAN (Pou 2013; Chachavalpongput 2012). Acharya (2013, 11) also identifies 
new security challenges. Defense spending in Southeast Asia has increased drama-
tically, with Singapore being “the highest spender with the most capable armed 
forces” (ibid 10). He attributes the growth of defense spending to a number of 
factors, such as intra-ASEAN disputes and tensions, domestic insurgencies and 
nontraditional sources of insecurity (such as insurgencies, piracy and terrorism) 
led some Southeast Asian states to spend more on defense. 

Newly emerging trends in East Asia also challenge commercial liberalism 
positing that states that trade with one another are more likely to foster peaceful 
relations because of their shared interest in creating wealth (Rosecrance 1986, 
1999; Kaysen 1998). Commercial liberals think that growing economic costs, 
contact and communication pacify trading states. According to them, states are 
interested in economic welfare rather than in warfare, and states that trade with 
one another become economically interdependent or integrated and do not attack 
the others. When states prosper, their citizens are also assumed to enjoy the benefits 
of socio-economic security. The ASEAN Economic Community (AEC), for instance, 
is compatible with commercial liberalism for it shares the capitalist idea that a 
single market and production base is more dynamic and competitive. This com-
munity is regarded as one of the three pillars supporting regional peace. 

But commercial liberalism raises questions that still do not seriously undermine 
political realism, which contends that prosperity and economic interdependence do 
not make peace (Waltz, 2000; Mearsheimer 2001). When states become econo-
mically developed and prosperous, argue political realists, they become more 
protective of their wealth and often more aggressive as they seek to sustain or 
accumulate wealth. With their wealth and the need to protect and accumulate it, 
these states build up their military capabilities by adopting defensive and offensive 
strategies. This may lead to the security quandaries and security dilemmas driven 
by arms races. Commercial liberalism has also come under fire (Ripsman and 
Blanchard 1996). John Ravenhill (2009, 207) also remind us that “[t]he relationship 
between the growth of interdependence and a reduction in militarized conflict 
between states is at best a probabilistic one: no proponent of the liberal approach 
would be sufficiently naïve to assert that growing interdependence will assure 
peace.” Chienwu Hsueh (2015) further argues that the capitalist (or peace-through-
prosperity) trajectory remains “a conditional one.” Peaceful cooperation among 
states continues as long as they continue to perform well on the economic front. 
But they tend to provoke territorial disputes when they are unable to maintain 
good economic performance. 

The realists still have a valid point about the fact that the wealth that states 
have enjoyed also has its dark side. Wealthier states, they would argue, continue to 
modernize armed forces for various reasons, including affordability, wealth pro-
tection and accumulation, and preparation for bad times, especially when coopera-
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tion no longer works to their advantage. Wealth also tends to create inequalities 
within states and between them. As a result, states do their best to ensure prosperity 
and prepare for the worst when cooperation no longer sustains economic growth 
and when their access to dwindling resources is denied. Neoliberal, network and 
normative institutionalist perspectives as well as commercial liberalism thus can 
explain some positive security developments in the Asia Pacific region, but their 
explanatory power remains limited (Peou 2010). 

The greatest challenge to social constructivism, political realism and com-
mercial liberalism comes from the democratic-peace thesis, which posits that 
democracies have almost never gone to war against one another. This does not 
mean that democracy is always prone to peace. There is definitely a dark side to 
democracies – something that realists are also quick to point out when explaining 
the recent Russian-Western fall-out. John Mearsheimer (2014), for instance, blames 
the West, especially the United States, for the crises in Ukraine that led to confron-
tations with Russia, because of the West’s naïve liberal agenda. For democratic 
liberals, this realist view confirms their thinking about democracies’ unvarying 
distrust of dictatorships, seeing them as sources of threats and thus being likely to 
go to war against them (Doyle 1996, 1997; Russett 1996). 

Some realists acknowledge that democracies are less likely to go to war 
against one another. Aaron Friedberg (2011), as will be elaborated later, predicts 
peaceful relations between China and the United States if the former becomes 
democratic. Kaplan (2014) addresses the role of Asian modernizing autocrats and 
the end of instability in the South China Sea. The European Union is possible 
because its members are democratic. 

Although the idea of liberal democracy and peace is not prominent in 
Alexander Wendt’s constructivist thinking, his point that “500 British nuclear 
weapons are less threatening to the United States than 5 North Korean nuclear 
weapons” (Wendt 1998, 418) also demonstrates an axiom of democratic liberalism. 
Both the United States and Britain are democracies, whereas North Korea remains 
one of the worst dictatorships the world has ever known. This point is in line with 
Immanuel Kant’s vision of perpetual peace (Bradshaw 2015). Democracies trust 
one another and can cooperate because of their shared norms and institutions 
(Doyle 1996, 1997; Russett 1996). 

Most importantly, democratic liberals think that democracies tend to experience 
political stability–a major reason why their leaders do not need to intervene mili-
tarily or invade one another. The democratic liberal theorist Bruce Russett (1996, 
89), for instance, makes a compelling case that “Perhaps the inherent stability that 
characterizes many democratic political systems accounts for their low rate of 
conflict with other democracies.” His idea of democratic stability can be further 
expanded to help us explain why established democracies are more likely than 
undemocratic states to succeed in building and maintaining peace communities. 
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First, democratic liberals and social constructivists think that power matters 
(Adler and Barnett 1998a, 1998b; Russett 1998, 366). Regional leadership provided 
by powerful democracies is crucial in the process of peace community building 
and maintenance. The existing peace communities are not without powerful demo-
cracies in their midst, and powerful democracies tend to be satisfied with the 
territorial status quo. The French-German economic alliance, for instance, has 
made it possible for the Europeans to achieve unification and strengthen their 
union (Gilpin 2003). The European and North American communities have bene-
fited from the role of American leadership (Layne 2003). Democratic leaders 
provide collective goods for community members and keep recalcitrant members 
in line. Democracy and liberalization under US hegemony helped states in Europe 
integrate themselves into a “war peace” community (Miller 2005). Democratic 
leadership remains crucial throughout the process of community building and 
maintenance – a model advanced elsewhere (Peou 2002, 1998). 

Second, democratic states tend to resolve their conflicts by relying on means 
short of war. There is evidence suggesting that they tend to be conservative powers, 
usually satisfied among themselves with the territorial status quo (Mitchell and 
Prins 1999; Kacowicz 1995). Evidence further shows that established democracies 
have few territorial disputes with one another and rarely have territorial disputes 
with their neighbors, because territorial disputes are difficult to win or resolve and 
democratic leaders fear electoral punishment (Gibler and Miller 2013). Democracies 
also have a history of disputes over fisheries, maritime boundaries and resources 
of the sea, but are able to remove territory as a contentious issue among them. 
Disputes between well-established democracies have also become less severe and 
shorter over time.  

If stable democracies enjoy a relatively low rate of conflict among themselves, 
it is also because they can manage their territorial conflicts peacefully and are 
likely to demilitarize their common borders. The North American experience of 
community building specifically shows that democracies cannot build and enhance 
mutual trust until they agree to leave their long borders undefended or demilitarized 
(Shore 1998).  

Only when democratic states find constructive ways to demilitarize their 
borders can they learn to find one another less threatening and more trustworthy. 
Defense spending can then be reduced to levels where states feel secure. Empi-
rically, the EU democracies have gradually become less dominated by their armed 
forces. Evidence also shows that they have reduced defense spending, and many 
of them have even shifted from compulsory military service to all-volunteer forces 
because they have had difficulty recruiting and retaining military personnel. 
Democracy, among other things, helps explain this difficulty. As Tibor Szvircsev 
Tresch and Christian Leuprecht (2010, 7), for instance, put it, “While the electorates 
tend to support their armed forces and the idea of peace and stability operations in 
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principle, they are often ambivalent about the financial and human cost of actual 
missions.” This does not mean democracies are always against militarism but that 
they are likely to remain heavily militarized as long as they still face the threat of 
war posed by authoritarian states. 

This brings me back to the point that regional peace community building is 
not possible until all states become stable democracies. Russett (1998, 373) makes 
this relevant point: stable democracies are those that guarantee minority rights 
against majority tyranny, have means of peaceful conflict resolution, and are not 
economically impoverished. These points can be further expanded. First, demo-
cracies can be stable as long as their institutions are highly developed; fair and 
open competition is the norm; political polarization and factionalism can be 
prevented, and executive authority can be substantially constrained (Goldstone 
and Ulfelder 2004). Democratic governance is not only about holding regular free 
and fair elections but also about maintaining institutional checks and balances, as 
well as protecting civil liberties (Peou 2015). Democratically elected governments 
are civilian, not subject to the prerogatives of their armed forces. People enjoy 
civil liberties, which limit state power and empower people. Most interesting about 
the EU is that its members commit to the protection of their peoples through 
judicial means such as an independent judiciary and autonomous legal institutions. 
Soon after the Second World War, the new democracies of Europe took human 
rights very seriously. Asplund (2014, 192) points out that they “wanted a strong 
and independent human rights body in order to stave off domestic, undemocratic 
forces, mitigating potential threats to their newly won democratic orders.” 

Although ideas and identities matter a great deal in global politics, it does not 
mean that relations among democracies are always trouble-free. They still engage 
in disputes and use rhetorical strategies to discredit one another, but they also use 
representational strategies to restore broken relationships (Bially Mattern 2004). 

Russett also agrees that democracies with income levels of $6,000 (1985 
dollars) or higher “can be expected to live forever” (Russett 1998, 376). Thus, 
modernization scholars may be right when saying that economically developed 
democracies are likely to endure (See Wucheperpfenning and Deutsch 2009, for a 
review of this literature). Poor democracies are historically unstable, and the EU’s 
experience shows that its member states sustain economic development, which 
helps reinforce faith in democracy, cooperation and trust building (Ripsman 2005; 
Miller 2005). This point further reinforces the liberal argument that democracies 
have a history of ensuring social stability: democracy prevents mass starvation 
(although they may be unable to defeat day-to-day hunger or poverty) and helps 
contribute to the expansion of basic human capabilities (Drèze and Sen 1989). 
Greater democracy also makes people less vulnerable to premature mortality 
(McGuire 2010) and thus enhances social stability. 

In short, stable democracies may be generally characterized as “full-blown,” 
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“established” or “pluralistic” (Miller 2005); however, this article argues that stable 
democracies are first and foremost people-centered because democratic regime 
stability rests heavily on political legitimacy. Political legitimacy is what makes 
democracies stable, but democratic stability also rests on institutional and social 
stability. 

The arguments advanced so far support the proposition that regional peace 
community building and maintenance rests on the idea of human security that only 
stable democracies can ensure. Human security has been defined in two distinct 
ways: narrow or protection-based, and broad or development-based. The protection-
based approach emphasizes freedom from fear (from direct and physical violence) 
that stable democracies can ensure. The development-based approach gives priority 
to freedom from want (from indirect or non-physical or structural violence). The 
UNDP approach places emphasis on human development and has become in-
fluential in Asia, especially in economically developed states like Japan. The UNDP 
and Japanese models are somewhat similar because they give top priority to 
human development propelled by the high economic growth experienced by states 
in East Asia (Peou 2014). This approach may have been influenced by commercial 
liberalism; however, as noted earlier, commercial liberalism has difficulty explaining 
why trading states have a history of going to war against one another and may not 
guarantee human protection. Thus, the protection-based approach provides an 
additional solid foundation for regional peace community building, but only stable 
democracies can achieve this goal because of their people-centeredness. 

 
III. PEACE COMMUNITY BUILDING BASED ON PROSPERITY? 

 
The Asia Pacific offers an excellent example of why the arguments advanced 

by various institutionalists and commercial liberals have limitations. The idea of 
security community building remains vibrant, but high expectations have been only 
partly met.  

Although the ASEAN states have agreed to take steps toward implementing 
their regional community agenda, the gaps between rich and poor members remain 
an ongoing challenge to their collective vision. Cambodian support of an economic 
community, for instance, still rests on several difficult conditions. The Cambodian 
case sheds light on this challenge (Peou 2016). Economic growth has left certain 
sections of the population marginalized, and globalization has given rise to trans-
national organized crime in the region. The East Asian economic miracle has lifted 
hundreds of millions of people out of poverty, thus increasing their freedom from 
want, but people in this region remain insecure. As an ongoing source of threat to 
people, transnational organized crime has also risen alongside uneven economic 
growth and development and has not made states effectively cooperative in their 
commitment to combating nontraditional threats. 
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Economic success also does not automatically make states cooperative on the 
politico-security front either. Territorial disputes between Cambodia and its neigh-
bors, especially Thailand, turned violent despite their economic development (Pou 
2013; Chachavalpongput 2012). Economically, successful states are likely to spend 
more on national defense, thus reinforcing traditional security concerns, such as 
enhancing their national security in general and furthering economic development 
or sustaining prosperity. Robert Kaplan (2014) further observes that development 
in East Asia is not about building high rises and new shopping malls but also about 
making warships and missiles. Kireeva (2014, 35) also makes this observation: 
“Modernization of the naval forces in Asia-Pacific countries began in the 1980s in 
parallel with an increase in defense spending” and successful economic development 
has led them “to build up their military potential in parallel with economic growth 
and modernization of their armed forces.” With economic growth, states enjoy 
prosperity and spend more of their wealth modernizing their armed forces. With 
continued economic growth, Indonesia tripled its defense spending between 2001 
($1.9 billion) and 2012 ($7 billion). If Singapore is the largest defense spender in 
Southeast Asia (with an annual defense budget close to $10 billion), it makes 
sense to recognize that this city-state is also the most economically developed or 
the wealthiest among the ASEAN members. Evidently other states in Southeast 
Asia have increased their defense budgets and sought to build and expand their 
defense industries, viewing this strategy as part of their overall goal to further 
industrialization and economic development. Although its defense industries are 
not primarily viewed as part of its economic development strategy, Singapore has 
built “up the largest arms industry in Southeast Asia” (Bitzinger 2013, 383) and 
began “to commercialize and also globalize its defence business” in the mid-1990s 
(ibid, 382). 

Economic growth and military buildup have not made it easier for states to 
resolve their territorial disputes either. Overlapping territorial disputes in the South 
China Sea have escalated in recent years, although these disputes are between 
China and other ASEAN states, particularly Vietnam and the Philippines. During 
the second half of the 2000s, tensions rose again. China again became more and 
more assertive. In January 2005, Chinese ships fired on two Vietnamese fishing 
boats, killing nine people. One boat with eight people onboard was detained on 
Hainan Island. Beijing accused them of being pirates and opening fire first. In 
March 2009, people aboard the Chinese ships waved their national flags and 
demanded that the US ship leave the area. The year 2011 saw armed clashes 
between Chinese ships and those of other claimant states. A dispute flared up again 
late in 2012 when Vietnam accused a Chinese fishing boat of cutting a seismic 
capable attached to a Vietnamese vessel exploring for oil and gas in the Gulf of 
Tonkin. Beijing defends the position that only it has the right to develop energy 
resources in the South China Sea. Tensions between China and the Philippines 
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have now grown worse. In June 2011, Manila referred to the South China Sea as 
the “West Philippine Sea” and the Reed Bank as “Recto Bank.” The year 2012 saw 
things turned for the worse, as their dispute over the Scarborough Shoal intensified. 
Manila accused China of illegally laying 75 concrete blocks on the chain of reefs 
and rocks along the Shoal. In July, a frigate of the Chinese navy ran aground in an 
area within the Philippines’ EEZ. In January 2013, Manila took further action 
against China by filing a complaint with the International Tribunal for the Law of 
the Sea–an independent judicial body established to settle maritime disputes. Beijing 
objected to the move made by Manila, making it clear that the international body 
has no jurisdiction over maritime areas, and that any of its attempts to get involved 
in maritime disputes would jeopardize the principle of state sovereignty. For the 
Philippines, China disregards rules established in international law allowing states 
to enjoy their 322 nautical-km Exclusive Economic Zones. 

There is a similar pattern in China’s assertive activity in the East China Sea. 
Territorial disputes over Senkaku (called Diaoyu by the Chinese) between China 
and Japan have also intensified in recent years. In May 2013, the Communist Party 
newspaper, The People’s Daily, published an article by two Chinese scholars 
making the case that the Ryukyu chain of islands, which includes Okinawa, does 
not belong to Japan. According to them, Japan annexed the Ryukyu kingdom in 
1879 and this amounted to an invasion. Ryukyu’s sovereignty status thus remains 
open to debate (McCurry 2013). 

China’s territorial assertiveness has resulted from at least two major factors 
that reinforce each other: military modernization and economic growth. Its military 
buildup continues unabated at an alarming rate. There is a correlation between 
economic growth and increased defense spending, although data on defense spen-
ding is always subject to dispute. Between 1996 and 2006, according to some 
observers, China spent an annual average rate of 11.8% on defense, while the 
economic growth rate was about 10%. Between 2007 and 2012, the annual average 
rate was even higher, jumping from $45 billion to $106.4 billion. According to 
some estimates, China’s military budget in 2015 would surpass that of all 12 
Asian-Pacific neighbors (Richburg 2012). According to a more recent report: 
China spent $176 billion in 2014 and $190 billion in 2015. The Chinese gover-
nment is set to spend around $260 billion in 2020 (Barnato 2015). 

Without wealth accumulated over the past 30 years, China could not have 
increased defense spending and modernized its defense system to the extent that it 
has been able to do. According Friedberg (2011), “evidence of China’s expanding 
capabilities and ambitions has continued to accumulate.” China has also become 
more politically ambitious. Since the global financial crisis that erupted in 2008-9, 
China’s leaders have become more assertive than ever before. They have become 
more willing to resist external pressures for change, are more open about their 
country’s rapidly evolving military capabilities, are “blunter in warning its neigh-
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bors against opposing its wishes, more willing to use its growing economic clout 
in an attempt to exert diplomatic leverage, and more open in questioning the likely 
longevity of America’s leading role in Asia and the world” (Ibid, xvi). As “wealth 
and power at its command have grown, Beijing has begun to exert increasing 
influence, both in Asia and around the world” (ibid, xv). 

With its growing military might, China has shown no sign of trying to hide 
its ambition to become the preeminent power in Asia. On 3 September 2015, 
Beijing staged one of the most impressive shows of force in front of world leaders 
such as Russian President Vladimir Putin and UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon. 
More than 12,000 troops, some 500 pieces of military hardware and 200 military 
aircraft were involved in the parade, sending the message that China was ready to 
fend off anything its leaders would consider armed aggression. The military parade 
also came at a time when the Chinese economy showed signs of slowdown and 
after the Chinese stock markets had crashed, and the country was likely to experi-
ence social and political instability. Economic problems and poor economic perfor-
mance may thus prevent state elites from socializing for peace and may encourage 
them to flex their military muscles, especially when they feel threatened by other 
powerful states, democratic or otherwise. 

While it makes it possible for states to modernize their armed forces, economic 
growth also makes their armed forces more threatening amid a growing demand 
for limited natural resources and competition over dwindling resources. Compe-
tition for control over natural resources in the East and South China Seas are likely 
to intensify as states in the region have procured submarines, warships and anti-
ship missiles as they continue to defend their maritime claims and adopt the 
strategy of “anti-access/area denial” (A2/AD). Southeast Asian states have pur-
chased A2/AD weapons “to deny China’s freedom of movement in the South 
China Sea” and China “has pursued an A2/AD strategy to deter and potentially 
defeat the far superior naval capabilities of the US” (LeMière 2014, 145, 147). 
Over the few decades the Chinese A2/AD strategy “will enable China to block the 
US ability to project power” in East Asia (Kireeva 2014, 40). 

In the midst of economic growth and military modernization, many states in 
the Asia Pacific, including most ASEAN states, remain insecure and continue to 
“welcome the United States as an external balancer to China’s rise” (Chang 2014, 
390). This has intensified the rivalry between China and the United States, which 
has now sought to rebalance China. Beijing has in turn criticized the United States 
and its regional allies for their attempt to preserve American dominance over the 
region (Kireeva 2014, 37). What this suggests is that the idea of ASEAN being a 
security community is still problematic because of its dependence on great powers 
for its development and security. 

Some scholars even predict a coming cold war between China and the United 
States, because “China’s recent procurement of [defense] systems … fall within 
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offensive power projection” (Ikegami 2009, 6). Tieh-shang Lee (2011) provides a 
statistical analysis of China’s rising military power and predicts the probability of 
war between China and the United States occurring around the years 2063-2079. 
Data shows that between 1990 and 2005 China’s military power still lagged behind 
that of the United States and that China’s level of dissatisfaction was not extremely 
high, thus explaining China’s peaceful behavior. Potential war between them remains, 
however. 

In short, economic growth has both encouraged and limited prospects for 
regional peace community building. Economic development has made states and 
their peoples in the region more prosperous, but it has also contributed to social-
economic inequalities, a major source of instability. Because of their growing wealth, 
states have also spent more on defense. Territorial disputes also resulted from its 
military modernization, driven by prosperity. Thus, the most critical question is: 
Why economic growth/development in East Asia has not produced the positive 
effects predicted by commercial liberals and proponents of development-based 
human security? The answer may lie elsewhere. 

 
IV. WHY DEMOCRACY MATTERS 

 
This section advances the argument that democracy matters significantly in 

terms of making a positive impact on collective efforts at regional alliance and 
community building. This does not suggest that democracy is a panacea for every 
source of regional and human insecurity. Still, democracy remains the best form of 
government that encourages states to make a collective effort to build regional 
peace communities. 

Historical evidence clearly shows that authoritarian states or their leaders in 
the Asia-Pacific do not have a proven track record of success in maintaining their 
politico-military alliances, not to mention a single regional peace community. They 
were able to form military alliances among themselves (i.e., the Soviet Union/ 
Russia, China and other Southeast Asian states like Vietnam), but their alliances 
were still a reflection of their national interests-- and extremely fragile. Only when 
faced with a common threat did they find it possible to form alliances; however, 
when the threat they shared disappeared, their alliances weakened or collapsed. 
The Sino-Soviet and Sino-Vietnamese politico-military alliances, initially formed 
to confront Western imperialism, had collapsed long before the Cold War ended. 
Two communist states in Indochina, Cambodia and Vietnam, turned against each 
other soon after their communist movements defeated their enemies in the mid-
1970s. Undemocratic states still behave as expected by political realists. The 
Chinese and Vietnamese political elites still regard themselves as communist, but 
their broken alliance has never been restored. Vietnam has, in fact, moved much 
closer to the United States than to China. China remains a lonely superpower because 
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it does not have any real military ally. 
Democratic and undemocratic states also have a long history of mutual 

distrust and have waged war against one another. Today in Northeast Asia, the 
possibility of war between undemocratic and democratic states remains strong: 
between communist North Korea and democratic South Korea; communist China 
and democratic Taiwan (Wang 2002), communist China and democratic Japan; 
China and the United States (the world’s second largest democracy); Russia and 
the United States (Mead 2014).  

There are still serious challenges to building a security community in Southeast 
Asia, as the ten member states have a mixture of democratic and authoritarian 
regimes. Although ASEAN’s conscious efforts to build a people-oriented political 
community represent a positive step, the regional group is still made up of weak or 
immature democracies (such as Indonesia, the Philippines and until recently Thailand), 
illiberal democracies (Malaysia and Singapore), and electoral democracies (Cambodia) 
and undemocratic states (Laos, Myanmar and Vietnam) (Peou 2015). This mixture 
of political regimes in ASEAN has made it difficult for the member states to reach 
consensus on liberal norms and build a common identity (Asplund 2014; Davies 
2014). A realist, Robert Kaplan also recognizes that ASEAN “is not at the level of 
integration of the European Union (EU), which is united by a common form of 
government–democracy–giving it a philosophical, and hence, reason d’être” (Kaplan 
2014, 74). 

Undemocratic states, such as China and North Korea, enjoy limited or no 
political legitimacy and thus have had to resort to nationalism/militarism as a way 
to make their regime look legitimate. Authoritarian leaders operate on the basis of 
hierarchy, secrecy and repression and “are likely to perceive the outside world as 
hostile and threatening and are likely to encourage their citizens to hold similar 
views” (McCormick 2000, 325). China’s anti-Japanese nationalism and its Sino-
centric chauvinism remain powerful hindrances to genuine China-Japan recon-
ciliation. The absence of democracy in China has contributed to its misunderstand-
dings of Tokyo, made “Chinese patriots” blind to their past hegemonic ambitions, 
thus perpetuating Japan’s security dilemma (ibid, 118-119). China’s non-democratic 
nationalism has also been unattractive to Taiwan. McCormick (2000, 325) cautions 
that “Authoritarianism does not make conflict between China and the United States 
inevitable, but it does significantly increase its likelihood.” If the two powers have 
not waged war with each other, it is because China is no match for the United 
States, although Chinese military expenditures are closing the gap. 

Aaron Friedberg (2011, 1) further contends that what has kept China and the 
United States “locked in a quiet but increasingly intense struggle for power and 
influence” is not simply “the result of easily erased misperceptions or readily 
correctible policy errors.” Their rivalry “is driven instead by forces that are deeply 
rooted in the shifting structure of the international system” and in their “very 



14 Building an Asia-Pacific Peace Community from a Human Security Perspective 
 

different domestic political regimes.” The two powers have different political systems. 
As a democracy, the United States has sought a regime change in China, but the 
latter has sought to preserve its authoritarian system by pushing back and seeking 
to displace the former as the preponderant power in East Asia. This has created a 
major source of mistrust between them. Political compromise is unlikely, as each 
thinks history is on its side. 

Evidence from the Asia Pacific shows peaceful relations among democracies 
in the form of bilateral military alliances: between Japan and the United States, 
South Korea and the United States, Thailand (an institutionally weak democratic 
state until recently) and the United States, the Philippines (still a weak democracy) 
and the United States; as well as Australia and the United States. These bilateral 
security alliances were formed during the Cold War and remain more or less 
strong today. As the case of the Philippines and the United States demonstrates, 
democracies do not have a perfect record of maintaining alliances, but they are 
still capable of restoring them and maintaining peaceful relations. 

Even when they do not form alliances among themselves, democracies can 
mitigate war-prone behavior toward one another. As democracies, India and the 
United States never went to war against each other during the Cold War. Edward 
Friedman cites examples of how democratic states in Pacific Asia have achieved 
genuine reconciliation, based on trust, transparency, and cooperation (Friedman 
2000). Friedman was quite aware of the continuing difficulties between Korea and 
Japan, but “Seoul and Tokyo could still devise democratic ways of resolving issues 
in textbook disputes as authoritarian China cannot” (ibid, 113). A democratic China 
would be able to promote debate that could enable its patriots to pay “attention to 
millennia of Chinese wars of incorporation and expansion” (ibid, 109) and could 
help them understand others better, because of “the complexities of openness and 
transparency” (ibid, 113). 

Even political realists like Arron Friedberg, Kenneth Pyle and Robert Kaplan 
still regard power transition among democracies as less prone to war than that 
between undemocratic powers (Pyle 1997, 46, 51). For Friedberg (2011, 251-252), 
the United States must prepare itself for the worst until China becomes a demo-
cracy, for only then can the former learn to live with the latter as the preponderant 
power in East Asia and call home its legions. His analysis incorporates liberal 
democratic insights. In his words: “If we permit an illiberal China to displace us as 
the preponderant player in this most vital region, we will face grave dangers to our 
interests and our values throughout the world” (ibid, 8). Friedberg thinks that only 
democracies can coexist peacefully. The European experience further suggests that 
“nationalist passions, territorial disputes, and arms races [over there] were fast 
dwindling into historical memory” (ibid, xiii). According to Kaplan (2014, 163), 
“China today becomes less and less autocratic and less and less centralized” and 
the United States should “be prepared to allow, in some measure, for a Chinese 



 SORPONG PEOU 15  

 

rising navy to assume its rightful position” (Kaplan 2014, 182) when it becomes 
democratic, just as Britain was prepared to let the United States become the next 
hegemon over the Caribbean. Evidence shows that power transition between 
powerful democracies, such as the United Kingdom and the United States, is less 
prone to war than power transition between democracies and dictatorships or 
between authoritarian states. 

This does not suggest that relations among states like the United States and 
the United Kingdom or other European states are problem-free. As noted by Janice 
Bially Mattern (2004), for instance, the special relationship between Washington 
and London broke down over their differences on how to deal with Egypt’s nation-
alization of the Suez Canal in 1956, but the two democratic states managed to 
patch up their differences by employing representative strategies to reestablish a 
collective “we.” 

Until China becomes democratic, prospects for peace-community building in 
Southeast Asia or the Asia Pacific remain grim indeed. As long as China remains 
undemocratic, its leadership is unlikely to work effectively toward settling maritime 
disputes over the East and South China Seas. The authoritarian leadership in 
Beijing is most likely to remain aggressively revisionist, seeking to change inter-
national rules and making territorial claims that clash with other states. These are 
among the most critical factors that would allow it to justify its high concentration 
of power, to build stronger armed forces by increasing taxation and defense spending, 
to suppress domestic discontent, and to whip up nationalist sentiment. A democratic 
China, however, would put more pressure on its leaders to settle territorial disputes 
because its leaders would feel less threatened from other democracies, such as the 
United States, and would subsequently be more willing to behave less aggressively 
or even to accept the fact that waging a war that they would not easily win could 
be costly to them in electoral terms. Insights from territorial peace literature 
further show that “democratic leaders seldom have disagreements over homeland 
territories, which are disputes that are difficult to win, difficult to resolve, and last 
longer than disputes of other types” (Gibler and Miller 2012, 259). A democratic 
China would less likely wage war over territorial disputes in the East or South 
China Sea, especially if the United States were to defend other state claimants. The 
United States is also most unlikely to initiate a war against China because the 
latter is so strong that it cannot militarily defeated. It is worth noting that the 
United States has proved unable to defeat the Taliban forces in Afghanistan or the 
Islamic state in the Middle East. A democratic China at territorial peace with other 
democracies is more likely to spend less on defense, lower their taxation levels 
and enhance security for their people. 

Until China is transformed into an established democracy (and Russia for 
that matter), democratic states in the Asia Pacific will not only continue to depend 
on the United States as regional stabilizer but also continue to seek building 
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military alliances. In 2012, for instance, Japan proposed creating a multilateral 
security alliance made up of major democracies (Australia, India, Japan and the 
United States) in the form of an “Asian security diamond.” According to Japanese 
Prime Minister Shinzo Abe, who formulated the strategic concept, “The ongoing 
disputes in the East China Sea and the South China Sea mean that Japan’s top 
foreign policy priority must be to expand the country’s strategic horizons. Japan is 
a mature maritime democracy and choice of close partners should reflect that 
fact.” In his words: “I envisage a strategy whereby Australia, India, Japan, and the 
US State of Hawaii form a diamond to safeguard the maritime commons starting 
from the Indian Ocean Region to the Western Pacific. I am prepared to invest the 
greatest possible extent, Japan’s capabilities in the security diamond.” The prime 
minister has reached out to other European democracies such as France and 
Britain, which are said to “have significant strategic, political and economic stakes 
in the Indian Ocean Region and also the Western Pacific” (Kapila 2014). 

The realist question about the fact that democracies in the Asia Pacific have 
not transformed their bilateral security alliances into multilateral military alliances 
like NATO, or a security community like the EU, is difficult to answer. Part of the 
problem with democratic states in East Asia is that they are not as liberal as they 
should be in terms of respect for individual rights and liberties (Dressel and Bünte 
2014; Majid 2010). Some scholars, for instance, argue that “in the cases of Indonesia, 
Thailand, the Philippines […] the military has remained a significant feature of the 
state apparatus, either dominating or sustaining order within society” (Ganesan 
and Kim 2013, 15). 

How exactly democratic state elites in the Asia Pacific would build and 
maintain a peace community remains to be seen, and more research is necessary. 
Historical evidence, however, provides only some important clues. First, democracies 
do not create peace communities overnight. Their dependable expectations of peaceful 
change develop over time, as the result of various factors including their shared 
perception of threat from undemocratic states. Second, democratic states, especially 
powerful ones such as France and Germany, managed to achieve reconciliation 
and build regional institutions (Ripsman 2005). Leaders of powerful democracies 
in the Asia Pacific may also need to take the lead and articulate a sense of common 
purpose centered on the idea of community based on mutual trust. A democratic 
China and other major democracies (namely Australia, Indonesia, Japan and the 
United States) would be able to establish at least a concert of powers providing 
collective goods, perhaps a stepping stone toward a community. 

Third, regional peace communities grow mature when their members are 
stable democracies fully embracing the idea of human security. In East Asia, only 
a handful of states, namely Japan and Thailand, officially endorsed the human 
security agenda, but they still gave priority to human development. Their democracy 
has recently come under threat. Thailand’s current military rule works against the 
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idea of protection-based human security. The quality of Japanese democracy has 
also declined. Subsequent governments in Tokyo have faced a political legitimacy 
crisis and Japanese nationalism has been on the rise. Japan’s “historical revisionism” 
is also justified by the China threat. 

Thus, the long-term challenge to Asia-Pacific peace community building lies 
in successful democratic consolidation to the extent that people are satisfied with 
government performance and that the armed forces are subject to effective demo-
cratic control. Many of the democracies in East Asia are either electoral or illiberal, 
usually subject to the control of the unelected elites such as those of the armed 
forces. Even in more liberal democracies like Taiwan, people have grown discontent 
(because the political and economic elites have manipulated the systems to their 
own benefit) and want a democratic system that would benefit people (Schafferer 
2015).  

A regional peace community in the Asia Pacific would still be different from 
the EU and North America, however. Unlike European and North American demo-
cracies that are in geographical proximity and share land borders, Asian democra-
cies like Japan, South Korea and Taiwan are separated by vast bodies of water. 
Japan, South Korea and Taiwan are also thousands of miles away from other 
democracies in Southeast Asia, mainly the Philippines and Indonesia. While seas 
help keep states from threatening or invading one another, they may also help 
prevent democracies from developing a greater sense of community than if they 
were geographically close to one another as democracies in the EU and North 
America. Democracies in the Asia Pacific are likely to become less like the highly 
centralized or amalgamated EU peace community and more like the North-
American peace community that remains pluralistic. None of the democracies in 
the Asia Pacific is now prepared to give up its state sovereignty to the extent that 
the EU members have, and indeed an Asia-Pacific peace community is most likely 
to become more pluralistic than the North-American community. Separated by 
seas, they may never be as close to one another as the United States and Canada. 

 
V. CONCLUSION 

 
This paper has made the case that states in the Asia Pacific may one day be 

able to establish a regional peace community. Part of this optimism rests with the 
reality that efforts to build a regional peace community in ASEAN have become 
more evident in recent years, but this political project is unlikely to reach maturity 
for various reasons. The idea of ASEAN community building was still on the right 
track when the ASEAN Secretariat stated in 2009 that the people and members of 
ASEAN “will live in peace with one another and with the world at large in a just, 
democratic and harmonious environment.” The questions are whether this common 
vision will come to pass soon and how many ASEAN states are truly democratic. 
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The most critical challenge is realizing that this ultimate vision is rooted in neither 
peace through military power nor through just economic growth or development. 
Economic development and prosperity are the major factors contributing to the 
process of military modernization in East Asia and to the escalation of territorial 
disputes. The great challenge to regional peace community building lies in repeated 
efforts by authoritarian states to suppress dissent, and weak democracies are unable 
to protect political rights, civil liberties and other human rights. ASEAN is still 
made up of members that are weak democracies and strong authoritarian states. 
Indonesia remains a young democracy and is unlikely to provide effective leadership 
any time soon, because most of the other ASEAN members are undemocratic and 
unprepared to accept its leadership. China remains undemocratic and thus poses a 
challenge to the ASEAN community project. ASEAN is unlikely to become a peace 
community because of its heavy dependence on the United States as guarantor of 
regional stability. The United States has been unable to lead the region because of 
strong opposition from undemocratic states. ASEAN will have a better chance of 
transforming itself into a peace community when its authoritarian states and China 
become democratic. But if and when this happens, ASEAN will definitely become 
part of a larger peace community led by powerful democracies (China, Japan and 
the United States). 

The greatest challenge to community building in the Asia Pacific lies in 
states’ insufficient will to protect and empower their people because of the ongoing 
worries about state security in the midst of growing military and nonmilitary threats. 
By seeking to ensure more security for themselves or their regimes, states or their 
leaders leave their people less secure, thus enjoying less political legitimacy, and 
end up being less stable and more insecure. Democratic states that secure their 
people help avoid this insecurity dilemma–a condition under which states that pay 
more attention to their security pay less attention to the security of their people, 
but this asymmetrical attention (more state-centric than human-centered) prevents 
them from successfully building peace communities aimed at alleviating the classic 
security dilemma (which develops when states that seek to enhance their security 
end up being threatened by other states that also seek to secure themselves). For 
only when people are more secure can their states become more stable, and only 
stable states can make regional peace communities durable. Only the type of 
democracy that protects and promotes individual freedom appears to enable the 
process, but this system of governance persists when power-holders are institu-
tionally constrained, when the armed forces are subject to only democratically 
elected civilian leadership, and when people can at least enjoy freedom from fear. 

My theoretical proposition–that people-centered democracies are stable and 
that stable democracies make durable peace communities–has strong empirical 
support and remains defensible. But historical evidence may not always be able to 
validate all future events, especially when democratic states no longer face autho-
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ritarian threats. Stephen Walt (1999) offers some useful caution, but a world of 
established democracies is likely to be more conducive to regional peace community 
building, especially when there is a strong leader among them (Peou 2009b). 
Unfortunately, democracy now appears to “run into trouble” despite the fact that it 
“was the most successful political idea of the 20th century” (The Economist 2014). 
Thus, keeping “the world safe for democracy,” as advocated by US President 
Woodrow Wilson, remains an urgent task for policymakers and peacebuilders, but 
making democracy safe for people is even far more urgent.  
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