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1. Introduction

Scholars of international relations engaged in regional studies or the  theory of 
world order have created many definitions of a region and regional institutions. 
Depending on their interest they emphasize the importance of cultural, language, 
geographical, historical, political or economical cohesiveness to create a region. 
Though it is widely accepted that regions are the  creation of the  human mind 
and so-called natural regions do not exist. Geographical proximity and historical 
heritage are important in creating bonds between states, but regions are not only 
geographically determined (S. Kim, 2004, 40-43). In this article the  definition 
created by Joseph Nye will be availed. Here, the term ‘region’ means a “limited 
number of states linked by geographical relationship and by a degree of mutual 
interdependence” (J. Nye, 1968, vii). Institutions are understood here as “persist-
ent and connected sets of rules (formal and informal) that prescribe behavioural 
roles, constrain activity, and shape expectations” (R. Keohane, 1989, p. 3). Those 
institutions may occur in different forms, not only traditional international or-
ganisations or treaties/agreements, but also informal practices that states treat as 
binding (M. Timmermann, 2008, p. 2). 

The aim of this article is to present the reasons for the lack of security in-
stitutions in northeast Asia in the post-Cold War period and assess the Six-Party 
Talks ability to change this situation in the near future. In this article two theories 
of international relations will be applied to explain the current state of regional 
relations. A realistic perspective will be the dominant theoretical approach as it 
allows us to understand the situation in the region in terms of clash of interests 
in an anarchic reality. However, a  few references to the  theory of constructiv-
ism’s assumptions about the influence of culture are needed to better understand 
the specifics of the region. 
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2.	 The Northeast Asia Region and its specifics

Northeast Asia is a  sub-region of East Asia, consisting of the  territories of 
the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (North Korea), the Republic of Korea 
(South Korea), the People’s Republic of China, Japan, and the eastern parts of 
the Russian Federation, called the Russian Far East. Some authors defining this 
region also include Mongolia, the Republic of China (Taiwan) and the United 
States of America (E. Haliżak, 2004, p. 26-32). This paper will concentrate on 
the six countries that took part in the so-called Six-Party Talks; that is the  two 
Korean states, China, Japan, Russia and the United States. Although the U.S. does 
not belong to Asia geographically, its interest in the region and geographical prox-
imity, expressed by economic cooperation with other states and military presence, 
make it a vital participant of regional international affairs. It is not possible to pro-
vide a comprehensive view of the regional affairs without taking Washington into 
consideration, especially while talking about interstate relations in Northeast Asia. 
The countries involved in the forum, whose aim is to reduce tensions in the Ko-
rean Peninsula, are the core of the region. They are the most powerful regional 
players and in some cases - world players; though Pyongyang can be classified as 
one of the main global problems. Although their commitment in regional affairs 
is different, as some of them also belong to other regions or have vital interests 
elsewhere, without any of them it is not possible to deal with regional problems in 
a longer perspective (Park, 2005).

Today Northeast Asia is one of the most dynamically developing regions 
in the world, containing some of the world’s largest economies. According to 
the World Bank’s statistics in 2009 the United States, China and Japan respec-
tively had the highest gross domestic product in the world. Also Russia and South 
Korea were located in the top twenty richest states. This is also the place where 
the interests of three nuclear great powers clash, which has made Northeast Asia 
the arena of rivalry between great powers in the past. This situation will probably 
continue in future. Moreover, Japan and South Korea are able to maintain nuclear 
weapons without difficulty due to their advance in nuclear technology. Northeast 
Asia is a region with the heaviest concentration of military in the world (S. Kim, 
2004, p. 44). Immanuel Wallerstein described a new world order after the end of 
the United States hegemony stating that we are witnesses to an “emerging of eight 
to ten centers of relative geopolitical autonomy. […] The four strongest such cent-
ers are located in what is sometimes called the global North. They are in my opin-
ion the United States (which continues of course to be an extremely strong power 
center, if far less powerful than previously), Western Europe (based on the critical 
France-Germany tandem), and Russia. The fourth such center is Northeast Asia, 
by which the author means China, Korea, and Japan” (Wallerstein, 2010, p. 191). 
That description shows that Northeast Asia in the meaning of this article sustains 
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the most important states in the world and in the future the importance of events 
that will take place in the region will be even higher than nowadays.

On the other hand, the Northeast Asia region is still plagued by instability – 
divided states, unresolved border issues and, what is most important, the possibil-
ity of nuclear proliferation that may lead to a new arms race, undermining the hope 
for a peaceful growth in the future. The region as a whole is crisis prone, and by 
crisis it is not only understood as a high dependence on the global economy con-
ditions, but also political and military tensions that often occurred on the Korean 
Peninsula. Good examples of that proneness are the problems that occurred in 
the majority of Northeast Asian states during the Asian financial crisis in 1997 and 
global financial crisis in 2008, as well as the tensions on the Korean Peninsula re-
sulting from provocations by Pyongyang. Common threats and interests in the sta-
bilization of the region should lead to the creation of a model of permanent coop-
eration between the Northeast Asian states. Proliferation problems are generally 
viewed as security threats that need a multilateral approach to solve them, because 
one state, even the most powerful, is not able to stop others from gaining access to 
weapons of mass destruction (Van Ness, 2008, p. 109-110). If political and secu-
rity reasons are not enough, we have other causes that are seen as a background to 
establishing cooperation in the region. Chinese, Japanese and both Korean states’ 
cultures have common Buddhist-Confucian origins that might help build a plat-
form for cooperation. There is also a relationship between the Chinese, Japanese 
and Russian economies. China can provide manpower, Japan capital and Russia 
natural resources, which may encourage states to seek ways to cooperate in order 
to gain market success. However, Northeast Asia is still the least institutionalized 
region in the world (K. Calder and M. Ye, 2004, p. 191-226; K. Calder and M. Ye, 
2010, p. 3-4). This means that even combined security, economic and cultural rea-
sons are not enough to prompt Northeast Asian states to create a regional organiza-
tion or even less formal institutions. To understand the roots of that phenomenon 
it is necessary to briefly analyse certain events and trends within the history of 
interstate relations in the region, with a particular emphasis on the last one hun-
dred and fifty years. The aim of the next part of the paper is not to give a historical 
background of international relations in the region, but to show the influence of 
certain events and trends that occurred in the past and are, in my opinion, relevant 
to the current situation or shaped the image of neighbouring nations. 

3.	 A brief history of interstate relations in Northeast Asia

First of all, a long-lasting Chinese hegemony in the region that brought a common 
Buddhist and Confucian civilization led to the emergence of resistance to China’s 
domination by Korea and Japan. Smaller states feared losing their identity and 
independence. Although they assimilated part of the achievements of the Chinese 
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civilization, they tried to adapt them to their own culture. Due to the disproportion 
of power between China and other states in the region and the Chinese concept 
of the world and its place in it, there was no possibility for them to compete with 
the Chinese Empire during its heyday. The concept of “All-under-Heaven” pro-
vided a philosophical explanation for building an empire, in “which co-existed 
many sub-states independent in their economies, military powers and cultures, but 
politically and ethically dependent on the empire’s institutional centre” (T. Zhao, 
2006, p.  34). As it is indicated above Chinese rulers partly accepted the  inde-
pendence of the subordinate states but they did not think in terms of equality. In 
the Chinese conception the world was ruled as a family and parts of the empire 
had a strict place in its hierarchy. Under these circumstances there was no place 
for any structure that implied equality between China and other states; it was 
a condition for building international institutions. Other states in the region were 
too weak to create any bond that from China’s point of view might have been di-
rected against its rule. Even though the concept evolved into a voluntary tributary 
system, in which becoming a part of it was a voluntary decision made by the states 
and participation benefits were greater than the costs of tributary gifts, it was still 
a hierarchical structure (T. Zhao, 2006, p. 35).

The weakening of China created a power gap, which led to the  increasing 
competition between great powers from outside the region and the rise of Japan in 
the 19th and the beginning of the 20th century. The residues of that rivalry had and 
still have a great impact on national identities and are the cause of frequent ten-
sions between Northeast Asian states. Unequal treaties have had a big impact on 
the Chinese view of international relations and its place in it (Peters, 2012, p. 3). It 
seems that China was able to deal with the memory of past humiliations, but still 
there are voices that claim when China reaches strong position, it will threaten 
the existing word order (Suzuki, 2004, p. 116-119). But this way of thinking gen-
erally refers to the future. At present, having their roots in the past, mutual distrust 
and a frequent reluctance towards other nations in the region are more important in 
dealing with the heritage of the mentioned period. In the collective memory events 
such as the brutal conquest of Korea by the Japanese or war crimes Japan commit-
ted against Asian nations, such as the Nanking Massacre, are still alive and often 
determine the view of Tokyo and cause distrust towards its actions. Strong nation-
alistic movements in all of the Asian countries that are a part of Northeast Asia 
used the events that occurred before the end of the Second World War to create 
social support for government or local elite actions. The degree of mutual distrust 
varies between different nations due to their historical heritage, but the strongest 
tensions are between China and Japan. Every time a dispute over the Senkaku/
Diaoyu Islands erupted with new power in China, anti-Japanese protests occurred. 
Interestingly enough, the protesters often stated that the real reason for their par-
ticipation is the hatred towards Japan caused by Tokyo’s former crimes against 
the Chinese nation (Anti-Japan protests, 2012). Although trade between Japan and 
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China increases every year, it does not influence the image of the other state and 
still clenches in interstate relations causing disturbances in the economic sphere. 
This is due to the informal boycotts of products or cancellations of planned va-
cation trips to another country (Baisong, 2012; Watt, 2012). The distrust among 
the societies of these states that have good relations in Northeast Asia, even strate-
gic ones, is also high. Although since the beginning of the 1990s Russia and China 
have signed many agreements and often have a common point of view in interna-
tional affairs, in the Russian Far East, due to the reduction of the Russian popula-
tion and increasing Chinese migration, the fear of the so-called Chinese threat/
Chinese peril has been re-established with new vigour. Some members of the local 
authorities increased and used those old fears to achieve personal goals, for exam-
ple the former governor of Primorsky Krai in his rivalry with Boris Yeltsin. People 
also opposed the  return of the  islands on the Amur River to China, which was 
based on the border treaties using arguments referring to the 19th century. In their 
opinion China’s goal was to change the borders and take over the territories that in 
the past belonged to the Chinese Empire. It is a popular belief that the People’s Re-
public of China has a nefarious plan to conquer the Russian Far East without using 
military means to achieve that goal. Beijing is accused of encouraging its citizens 
to migrate to the North, which will lead to a change in the ethnic structure, and of 
using its economic predominance to buy Russian land and industry in the Far East 
(Larin, 2006, p. 60; Lukin, 2003, p. 164-193).

The Second World War strengthens the reluctance between China and Japan 
and thereby also supports their rivalry for the control over the whole Northeast 
Asia region. The Cold War added a new surface of division into the conflicted 
region in the  form of a bipolar rivalry of two great powers - the United States 
and the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR). Henceforth, Northeast Asia 
had to deal not only with its local problems, but was involved in a global con-
frontation. As a result, the situation in the region became dependent on the politi-
cal relations between the East and the West. Growing tensions between the U.S. 
and the USSR (along with their allies and satellite states) in the late 1940s and 
early 1950s resulted in creating and maintaining the division of China and Ko-
rea, excluding any form of regional cooperation (Kukułka, 2007, p. 56-61). In-
side the Communist ideological camp tensions caused by the differences in doc-
trines were quickly revealed, but the main cause of problems was the policy of 
the USSR, which tried to realize its national interests rather than act for the sake of 
the whole Communist world. For China, being treated as a younger brother for too 
long without receiving the promised aid was enough. Relations deteriorated from 
the middle of the 1950s and finally resulted in the Sino - Soviet split in the 1960s 
(Lüthi, 2008). The conflict between the USSR and China also complicated rela-
tions in the region , as there was a new line of instability - a new possible place 
for the outbreak of war between nuclear powers. Fortunately it climaxed at only 
a few military incidents on the border, but both states were prepared for a possible 
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armed conflict (Robinson, 1972, p. 1175-1202). On the other hand, the split be-
tween the communist powers gave China a reason and possibility to seek coopera-
tion with the U.S. in the 1970s, which lead to the creation of a strategic triangle in 
the region (Kuisong, 2010, p. 21-52).

Unbalanced relations between great powers did not create an atmosphere 
to seek even informal institutions for coordination or consultation in the region. 
Smaller states bound by bipolarity were not able to create any institutions on their 
own. Any idea of integration or even informal cooperation proposed by Japan 
would be immediately rejected because of the memories of Japanese actions for 
creating an “Asian Community” and the implementation of the Greater East Asian 
Co-Prosperity Sphere (Daitōa Kyōeiken), which led to the war and occupation of 
other states (see more: Duss, 2008, p. 143-154; Haliżak, 2006, p. 30-32). Asian 
nations, especially South Korea, were generally focused on the post-war recon-
struction of their countries; building foundations for economic development rath-
er than using their energy for establishing any forms of permanent cooperatThe 
post-war situation in Europe and Northeast Asia, a time when weak states needing 
U.S. help to maintain non-communist governments and clear a division between 
two blocks that turned both regions in a battle ground between ideologies, allowed 
for the comparison of political solutions used to ensure peace and security in cer-
tain regions. There are voices among scholars that one of the reasons for the lack 
of creation of a security and cooperation system in Northeast Asia during the Cold 
War was the U.S. policy. In Europe, the United States provided economic help 
based on the assumptions of the European Recovery Program, commonly known 
as the Marshall Plan. One of the conditions for their support was the establishment 
of a European nations organization whose task would be to manage founds for 
the economic reconstruction (The “Marshall Plan”). We may argue if it is pos-
sible to compare European economies, which before war were the most developed 
in the world and needed only capital to re-establish prior conditions, with Asian 
ones that had to be created anew. Still, establishing the Organization for European 
Economic Co-operation was a milestone in European nations’ integration and it 
provided the necessary experience in cooperation that helped to create European 
Communities. In Europe, the United States also provided multilateral security 
guarantees by signing the Washington Treaty, which was the basis for establishing 
the North Atlantic Treaty Organization. Safe under the U.S. nuclear protection 
Western Europe could concentrate on building international integration institu-
tions. After the end of the Cold War the organizations existing in Western Europe 
were gradually extended to post-communist states, including them in permanent 
regional cooperation that helped reduce tensions. In the case of Northeast Asia, 
the outbreak of the Korean War ruined the chances of creating the Pacific Pact. 
The U.S. sought a way to reach an agreement with Japan as soon as possible 
and was not interested in providing security guarantees for Hong Kong, Singa-
pore and Malaysia. Understandably for Great Britain, a multilateral agreement 
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without such guarantees was useless. Consequently, the U.S. chose a  different 
strategy, preferring a bilateral alliance with Japan and South Korea5. South Korea 
and Japan established diplomatic relations in 1965 – twenty years after the end of 
the Second World War. It is easy to understand why it took so long having in mind 
the historical legacy between these two states, but it also shows that the so-called 
San Francisco Treaty System does not create an opportunity for security policy 
coordination, because different U.S. allies in Asia remained separated from each 
other (K. Calder and M. Ye, 2010, p. 58-59). At the end of the Cold War there was 
no organization that could provide a foundation for security cooperation or even 
consultation on major issues.

4.	 Six-Party Talks: Attempt to create multilateral institutions in 
Northeast Asia 

Tension reduction associated with the  end of the Cold War did not lead to es-
tablishing a cooperation mechanism in Northeast Asia. However, at the end of 
the 1980s and at the beginning of the 1990s political leaders presented a few prop-
ositions for creating a security framework. These propositions included: Mikhail 
Gorbachev’s idea of expanding regional cooperation using the Council for Secu-
rity Cooperation in Europe as a model; South Korea’s President Roh Taw-woo’s 
idea of a six-party Consultative Conference for Peace in Northeast Asia; or finally 
the United States Secretary of State James Baker’s project of establishing a two-
plus-four mechanism for dealing with tensions on the Korean Peninsula. None 
of those ideas lasted long (Snyder, 2008, p. 1). Peter Katzenstein highlights that 
the typical preference for Asian states to form informal relations are an obstacle 
for institutionalization, inspired by governmental initiative and vertical relations 
between society and states in Asian nations as a restraint for movement from below 
(Katzenstein, 1997, p. 1-44). Nevertheless, the first nuclear crisis on the Korean 
Peninsula in 1993 somehow changed the attitudes of states. As stated Jack Snyder: 
“Ironically, North Korea—as the actor that has catalyzed common concerns that 
have created a basis for cooperation among the other parties in the region—might 
be regarded as the biggest promoter of multilateral security cooperation in the re-
gion.” Although the Four-Party Talks, which included the United States, China, 
North and South Korea and resulted in the establishment of the Korean Peninsula 
Energy Development Organization (KEDO), it was not enough to provide stabili-
zation in the long term and the whole KEDO project was not thoroughly prepared. 
However, it was a great change in the way of thinking, especially in the case of 
the United States. It gave hope that there is a possibility to have discussions about 

5	 The San Francisco System contained also United States mutual military agreements with Aus-
tralia, New Zealand and the Philippines, but those countries are not part of Northeast Asia and as 
such are not included in the main considerations of this article.
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common security interests instead of ineffective attempts to deal with North Korea 
in bilateral negotiations. On the other hand, the non-inclusion of Japan and Rus-
sia in the talks made them insufficient to achieve established goals. It seems that 
in the first half of the 1990s Northeast Asian states weren’t ready to participate 
in long-standing negotiations, but the first step was made (Snyder, 2008, p. 2). 

The Six-Party Talks established in year 2003, initiated by the People’s Repub-
lic of China, are nowadays the most probable background for future initialization 
of Northeast Asia. China’s proposition to start multilateral negotiations also shows 
a new pattern. China is willing to create its image as a responsible power that has 
forgotten the past and whose main aim is a peaceful rise while at the same time 
not becoming a threat to the existing world order. Although the Six-Party Talks 
participants have different interests regarding the main topics of negotiations, still 
a wish to try to achieve stabilization on the Korean Peninsula through multilateral 
means is a new quality in regional affairs. On the other hand, the rivalry between 
the states, especially the great powers, did not vanish. The analysis of the states’ 
attitudes towards the main issues of the Talks shows that they did not give ex-
actly the same priority to all of the topics. For example, for the Russian Federa-
tion North Korea’s nuclear ambitions are not as important as for Japan. Russia is 
generally against nuclear weapons proliferation as it leads to the weakening of 
Moscow’s position as one of few nuclear powers, but is not afraid that Pyongyang 
will use weapons of mass destruction against its territory. For Japan, however, 
the threat of a nuclear attack from North Korea is higher due to the memory of 
the Japanese occupation of Korea. All states declared that they are interested in 
a peaceful reunification of Korea, but in truth none of them is really interested in 
reaching this goal. Leaving the difficulties in achieving this aim aside, it must be 
stated that all Six-Party Talks participants are mainly interested in maintaining 
status quo on the Peninsula. There are different reasons for this policy, but for 
all of the states the most important is maintaining the existence of North Korea, 
however without nuclear and missile capabilities (Park, 2005). Other states were 
ready to support North Korea’s regime with humanitarian aid and energy supply 
for the price of a stabile situation on the Peninsula. In these circumstances North 
Korea’s nuclear tests and attacks against South Korea are attempts to gain a better 
negotiating position (Otsuka, 2011, p. 66-67). 

The Six Party Talks ended in 2010 after the attack on the South Korean ship 
“Cheonan”. The Talks did not achieve their expectations and after a failed launch 
of a North Korean satellite into orbit in April 2012 Washington and Seoul an-
nounced their failure in the containment of Pyongyang’s missile program (Snyder 
and Byun, 2011, p. 79-80; Lee, 2012). However, most participants of the Six-Party 
Talks have seen the benefits of the negotiations and it is highly possible that after 
a break the Talks will be established anew. There is now another way of influenc-
ing North Korea and all of the states are interested in maintaining its stable exist-
ence. The power transition both in North Korea and China focused those states’ 



33

governments’ attention on internal matters, but the new leaders may be willing to 
return to negotiations as a way of securing their influence by succeeding in re-es-
tablishing negotiations (Gause, 2012, New Leadership in China). Even assuming 
that the new leaders will be willing to do so, it is rather impossible to transform 
the Six-Party Talks into a more institutionalized structure due to the regional spe-
cifics. However, in a region lacking any institutions, any hope for regular multilat-
eral negotiations is great progress. Differences in interests of the particular states 
taking part in the negotiations and only one common goal is not enough to create 
minimal the confidence that is needed to move the Six-Party Talks to the next 
level of institutionalization. The reason for cooperation in the Northeast based on 
the Six-Party Talks is negative – other states want to contain North Korea from de-
veloping missile and nuclear programs, but they do not see the Talks as a ground 
for solving security problems not directly connected with Pyongyang policy. In 
addition, it is highly impossible to imagine including issues other than security, 
understood in the traditional Cold War way, into negotiations between these six 
states. Some scholars argued that even though after the end of the Cold War and 
especially after the Asian Financial Crises of 1997 there was a will to establish an 
international organization of Asian states or some less formal institution. The cir-
cumstances were used by the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) 
to deepen cooperation between them and to create new forms of cooperation with 
states that are not members of ASEAN. A number of different initiatives created 
by ASEAN, such as ASEAN+ and the Regional Forum, seem to be another solu-
tion to Northeast Asia’s lack of a suitable platform for cooperation, as all countries 
from this region, except for North Korea, are taking part in the East Asia Summit 
(B. Carr, 2012). The ASEAN activity towards North East Asian states makes is not 
less likely to expand the Six-Party Talks’ scope to positive reasons for cooperation 
due to the fact that all of those initiatives were created for economic reasons. Thus, 
they are better equipped to deal with cooperation in spheres other than security. 

Although it may take time the idea of the Six-Party Talks will have a continu-
ation, maybe with modifications. In the current circumstances there does not exist 
a better solution for the Korean Peninsula problem. In the case of a difficult situ-
ation, even imperfect but prepared resolutions are better than establishing some 
temporary structure anew. The specifics of the region and North Korea’s regime 
suggests that in the near future the Six-Party Talks’ framework might be needed, 
for it will be easier to use it than to seek new arrangements. 

5.	 Conclusion

The Six Party Talks are limited in nature, because of the goals that their creators 
wanted to achieve when they established them. What is more important, the states 
are not really interested in changing this situation. In Northeast Asia the lack of 
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regional organizations and institutions is a result of a  long-lasting division cre-
ated in the 19th and the 20th centuries. Northeast Asia is still a  region of high-
ly conflicting interests between the  states, not only between great powers, and 
the unbalanced relationship between those is the main problem. Strong, collective 
memories of past conflicts are an obstacle to creating a transnational social move-
ment that might be helpful in improving relations on a social level. Paradoxically 
the need to deal with common threats, such as North Korea’s missile and nuclear 
programs, is probably the only way to establish any form of cooperation in the re-
gion in the near future. However, as long as states are not willing to include other 
conflicting issues into multinational negotiations, there is no hope for a quality 
change. It is difficult to imagine a transformation in the existing forms of dialogue 
and cooperation in the traditional international organization, but there is hope that 
those solutions will help to provide security and stability in the region, which is 
necessary for its further development.
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