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East Asia is becoming increasingly unstable. Ford decades, China, South Korea Japan and 

India have kept all their political and social tensions frozen in order to create a stable environment 

to foster regional economic development. Today, Asian powers are giving much more emphasis to 

old unsolved disputes, even suggesting their will to face an armed conflict rather than comply with 

an unfavourable political equilibrium. 

The problems of contemporary Asia can be regrouped into two kinds of challenges. The first 

one concerns North Korea. The second is connected to the provocative attitude many countries in 

the region are adopting, taking the risk of crystallizing a status of chronical instability. 

Despite its unpredictability, the North Korean dilemma is very clear. On the one hand, while 

not having any apparent self-destructing ambition, Pyongyang continues threatening a nuclear 

attack. In so doing, North Korea encourages Asian countries and the United States to put in place 

stronger strategies of containment. On the other hand, there are four countries who feel most 

threatened by Kim Jong-Un and struggle to find a compromise for a more effective common strategy 

of containment. 

While being well aware of the difficulty of having a frank dialogue with Pyongyang, China keeps 

preferring dialogue to harsh provocations, although it is aware that its influence on Pyongyang is 

much weaker than it used to be in the past. Conversely, the United States have opted for a 

confrontation rhetoric aimed at backing North Korea into a corner (which means just before launching 

an attack) in order to force it to backtrack. This approach is grounded on the assumption that the 

North Korean threat is just a bluff to be uncovered. Being his most probable targets, South Korea 

and Japan are both fearing an attack by Kim Jong-Un. To better protect themselves, Japan is trying 

to implement a constitutional reform allowing major autonomy in using armed forces, while South 

Korea is completing the installation of Thaad – a powerful antimissile system – built with Washington 

technical and financial support. 

As far as it is legitimate to invest in security systems to protect the national territory from a 

potential threat, which is becoming more and more real, it is difficult to identify a clear border between 

“self-defence” and the attempt to gain more room for manoeuvre in the pending disputes that Japan 

and South Korea have with China. The installation of the defence system Thaad for South Korea 

and the reform of Article 9 of the Constitution for Japan are two elements that make Seoul and Tokyo 

stronger and more independent. 

If South Korea and Japan will become more autonomous from a military perspective, which 

means that they will be able to intervene even without waiting for the US support, China has to 

become more cautious, too. Beijing does not like this possibility at all. In particular, the need to 

achieve a common consensus towards a less confrontational strategy to manage the Korean crisis 

risks to force China to accept compromises Beijing would never have thought about under different 

circumstances. Hence, it is possible that the other Asian powers - being well aware of Chinese 

situation – may try to take advantage of it. 

The management of the Himalayan tensions that burst out last summer seems to confirm this 

hypothesis. In this context, China and India have been arm wrestling. China tried to complete the 

building of a road at the border between India and Bhutan in order to consolidate its presence at the 

Eastern India border. China is trying to increase its control in that specific area also because of the 

Tibetan background of some of these states. Given the previous experience in the South China Sea 

(where China created an illegitimate outpost which is now impossible to remove), India decided to 

face China by deploying its army and avoid ending up in a similar stalemate.  
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As far as a compromise was achieved between China and India, this agreement might wrongly 

be interpreted as a “success” for Beijing. In fact, it was New Delhi that withdrew its army in the first 

place and, even if the works are now suspended, China announced that the roadworks will start 

again in Spring 2018. However, it is important to emphasise that this is the first time that China 

agrees to change its plans. This is certainly the consequence of Indian successful intransigence, but 

the compromise can be also linked to the need to keep a low profile not to alter the already precarious 

equilibrium on the Korean front. 

The Chinese step back did not go unnoticed in Asia. Japan and India immediately announced 

their will to strengthen their partnership, working together on common projects to be implemented in 

those Eastern states targeted by Beijing, trying to protect them better. Under different circumstances, 

such a provocative initiative against Beijing would have never been considered. The same can be 

said for South Korea and its recent announcement concerning the installation of more anti-missiles 

systems in different areas of the country. Beijing’s reactions on this subject are still to be assessed. 

The outbreak of the Korean crisis is leading Asia towards a long period of instability. Whatever 

the outcome of the confrontation with Pyongyang might be, the freedom of manoeuvre created by 

this crisis for nations like India, South Korea and Japan (and the consequent reduction of Chinese 

influence) will probably lead to new contrasts and conflicts. In fact, given the Chinese reluctance in 

granting new prerogatives to other regional players, it is realistic to imagine that Beijing will start 

operating to regain the lost ground once the Korean crisis is over. China will have then to face the 

intransigence of its new empowered and less condescending interlocutors. At this point, an armed 

conflict might be the only option to change an unfavourable status quo for China. 

 

 

 

 


