One Thing Leads to Another: Making Sense of
East Asia’s Repeated Tensions
Over the past decades, there have been a series of unresolved, iterated episodes of tension
between the People’s Republic of China (PRC) and other states in East Asia. These
include the Japanese detainment of a Chinese fisherman in 2010, the standoff between
ships from the PRC and Philippines at Scarborough Shoal in 2012, and the 2015 clash
between the PRC and Vietnam over the PRC placement of an oilrig near the Paracel
Islands. A series of unilateral actions in the region have also generated tensions, including
the Japanese nationalization of the Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands in 2012, the PRC
establishment of an Air Defense Identification Zone (ADIZ) over the East China Sea, and
reclamation efforts in the SCS, most notably by the PRC. Why do these tensions seem so
intractable? What effect does each episode of heightened tension have on subsequent
stand offs?
One approach would be to examine these episodes as isolated events, after which business
returns to normal. Indeed, a standard approach within many analyses is to treat each
incident as a single data point, and then look for generalizable patterns in their eliciting
circumstances or escalatory dynamics. Such an approach would ask: under what
circumstances do we see incidents occurring that lead to tensions?
A second possibility would be view these incidents as indicators of some deeper type of
political rivalry among the actors involved. That is, to treat these events as the
manifestation of tensions, not a cause. Here the variable of interest is not the crises
themselves, but the nature of the underlying relationship that gives birth to such events.
We suggest a third perspective, building on existing work on evolving rivalries, learning,
and spiral models, but adding additional insights from more recent work on emotions
within international relations. We believe that iterated, unresolved episodes of tension
need to be viewed in an integrated fashion, whereby the previous event sets the context
for the next. With each outbreak of tension, the political terrain shifts, and knowing how
and where these shifts can occur may help illuminate subsequent risks. Specifically, we
highlight mechanisms through which iterative episodes of tension can interact with
known psychological dynamics to shape political attitudes, perceptions of new
information, and the political incentives actors face. In doing so, we offer a cautionary
warning to those who would assume that crises are resolved when tensions subside. And
there is good reason to think that subsequent rounds of tensions are exacerbated by prior,
unresolved episodes. Indeed, as we shall briefly discuss below, a pattern of repeated,
unresolved conflicts set the stage for the outbreak of World War I. The question which
interests us here, however, is to what extent do we see such dynamics at work in East Asia
today?
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To illustrate the contemporary value of this approach, we look at the aftermath of
episodes of tension within the context of the PRC’s relations with Japan and the
Philippines. The Philippines itself provides for an interesting contrast to Japan, as it does
not share longstanding historical animosities with the PRC. While Vietnam is also an
important case of iterative tensions in East Asia, we do not examine it given space
constraints. We are agnostic as to who is at fault in any of these relationships. Our interest
is in how iterated tensions within these relationships may make it more difficult to return
to the baseline of pre-tension relations.
Before embarking, a word to definitions. The term “episodes of tension” describes
incidents involving a clash of interests in a dispute that has the potential of militarization.
Full-blown crises naturally fit this definition, but so too do unilateral actions that do not
result in military crises—such as the Japanese nationalization of the Senkaku/Diaoyudao
islands. By unresolved, we mean incidents where the immediate fear of militarization may
subside, but no mutually agreed, lasting resolution emerges.

Crises and Rivalries
There are two dominant approaches to understanding crises or “incidents” involving
tensions between states within international relations. The first takes such incidents as
single events and focuses on initiating conditions, escalatory dynamics, and possible paths
for resolution. The second approach views crises and flares of tension as symptomatic of
deeper, underlying issues, be they broad-scale structural forces or dyadic rivalries. The
problem with the both approaches are that they are unable to explain the effects of prior
tensions on subsequent interactions, thereby generating the escalatory patterns we can
observe in East Asia. We address each in turn.
Stein defines crises as involving “a threat to basic values, and awareness of a finite time
for response, and a perception that there is a high probability of involvement in military
hostilities.”1 The scholarly interest in crises needs little explanation: crises are moments
where the implications of even seemingly minor decisions can mean the difference
between war and peace.
A central tradition within the single-event approach to crises is the rationalist one.
Beginning with Schelling, many rationalist approaches have sought to provide guidelines
for how leaders should calibrate concessions and threats to preserve important values
while minimizing the likelihood of war.2 Such work often treats crises as situations where
the actors who succeed are those most capable of credibly threatening an adversary to
incur harm in excess to the value of the disputed object or issue.
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More recent work has sought to explain how crises can result in war even where both
actors are rational. Pointing to the costliness of war, Fearon posits that rational actors
with perfect information should prefer a deal that divides the target of contention
(territory, political control, etc.) to reflect the likely outcome of a conflict without
incurring its costs. 3 Because the capabilities and resolve of an actor are private
information, not fully knowable to an adversary, actors have the incentive to deceive to
obtain a better deal. This in turn can lead to actors not knowing the real capabilities or
resolve of their adversaries, and thus being unable to reach a war-averting deal.
Rationalist scholars have suggested several ways to overcome this, including providing
“hard” signals such as incurring large costs or running risks to demonstrate resolve, or
tying one’s hands by making public statements that create political penalties for backing
down.
From either perspective, learning from earlier rounds of crises should have a calming
effect on relations, de-intensifying subsequent rounds of differences, possibly even helping
to prevent repetition. As Chan notes, “with each additional round of confrontation,
shouldn’t they be in a better position to resolve uncertainties about their counterparts’
capabilities and intentions, thereby making it easier for them to reach a settlement?
Having gained a better understanding of each other’s capabilities and intentions after
each successive crisis, they should be better able to avoid another one.”4 Bluntly, a crisis
should itself work to reveal capabilities or resolve; this in turn should solve the issues that
generated the crisis in the first place. Repeated crises, in this view, should lead to a
convergence of expectations, not increasing tensions. Recurrent cycles of intensifying
conflict thus would seem puzzling.
There is another possible rationalist answer: the inability to commit. Namely, in situations
where the balance of power is changing between actors, the actor with a growing
advantage has the incentive to renege on previous commitments to receive a better
settlement reflective of the new balance.5 This argument presents an important parameter
within which crises may recur, but it does not account for the effect of crises on future
conflict.
Apart from rationalist writings, a large body of work on crises exists within the political
psychology and foreign policy analysis literatures. Classics include Allison’s Essence of
Decision or Janis and Mann’s Decision Making.6 Allison, looking at the Cuban Missile
crisis, makes the argument that bureaucratic and organizational factors played an
important role in the outcome of that incident. Janis and Mann, in contrast, provide an
extensive outline of various psychological dynamics at the individual and group levels that
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can shape how policymakers respond to conflict.7 These include satisficing (choosing
options that are not optimal, but meet a minimum set of criteria); bolstering (inventing
rationales to make one option more attractive than others); and groupthink (whereby
group dynamics exacerbate tendencies towards biased decision-making).
In either case, the bureaucratic, organizational, or psychological processes at work can
have a detrimental effect on decision-making. And the high-stakes and high-stress
environment of crises makes them particularly significant.8 Both works have spawned
massive subsequent bodies of research,9 and the point here is not to summarize the
literature. Rather, it is to note that most of this literature is primarily interested in the
decisions policymakers reach, not necessarily their aftermath.10 The various institutional
or psychological factors are treated as given elements of the crisis making environment as
opposed to being the function of previous crises, and the crises analyzed in this literature
are generally detached from their larger historical context.
A further take on crises is more quantitative, asking what variables increase or decrease
the likelihood of crises emerging and, subsequently, being resolved in a peaceful fashion.
This is the approach behind the International Crisis Behavior (ICB) Project, for example,
which has amassed a significant database of international crises, their triggering effects,
associated contexts, and outcomes. 11 Variables associated with the outbreak and
escalation of crises include geographic proximity, regime type, and the age of the states
involved.12 The ICB project indeed includes data on protracted conflict that allows the
contextualization of specific crises within potentially larger series of unresolved conflicts
between actors. Indeed, scholars have found that dyads involved in protracted conflict are
more prone to violent escalation and war. As Brecher notes, a protracted conflict
“generates more issues in dispute, for mistrust spills over to all domains of interaction.
The result is that virtually any issue over which there is less than a total understanding
becomes a source of friction, hostility, and mutual threat.”13 While Brecher’s comments
suggest an iterative escalatory process, the quantitative approach generally treats
protracted crises as a contextual variable for predicting the likelihood of future crises, not
an evolutionary dynamic itself needing explanation.
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There exists, however, a second broad approach that views crises simply as symptoms of
larger, underlying processes. This is the view many systemic explanations adopt. They do
not predict specific conflicts, but the likelihood of conflicts given specific systemic
configurations. Waltz’s writings on the instability of multipolarity are possibly the most
well known in this regard.14 Similarly, Mearsheimer’s offensive realism, which suggests
rising powers will seek to establish hegemony within their regions also predicts an increase
in the amount of conflict with those that seek to hinder their efforts.15 Neither approach
pays much attention to the effects of crises; nor, given their focus on the distribution of
military power, should we expect this. Crises and other episodes of tension are a function
of systemic factors; unless they result in a systemic war that alters the distribution of
power, they play little role in altering the dynamics shaping their own emergence.
Possibly a more fruitful way for theorizing the consequences of crises is not to look at
systemic factors, but rather dyadic ones. This is the approach of the structural literature
on rivalries. We describe this literature as “structural” for it treats rivalries as statistically
given elements of the dyadic structure in which conflict occurs.16 The structural rivalries
literature is interested in the likelihood of war and crises, and hypothesizes a positive
relationship to pre-existing rivalries. In earlier work, scholars adopted a measure of rivalry
based on previous conflict very similar to that used by crisis scholars examining
protracted conflict, namely the density of previous disputes.17 Goertz and Diehl, who
employed this operationalization, found that “only a small percentage of all possible
dyads account for a disproportionate amount of international conflict” and the “vast
majority of disputes (79%) take place in some rivalry context…”18
More recent operationalizations have sought a more fine-grained approach to
determining international rivalries. Thompson, for example, looks at actual historical
perceptions to code rivalries, including whether policymakers perceived the other side as
a threat, enemy, and competitor.19 This work, too, finds a greater likelihood for rivalries
to result in militarized crises and war.20
The findings of the structural rivalries literature are quite impressive, but much of the
work treats rivalries as existing or not, as categories not processes. Granted, some authors
distinguish between proto rivalries (where states have engaged in two to four militarized
disputes, with no more than a ten-year break between disputes) and full-blown enduring
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ones (conflicts between the same two states that involve at least five militarized disputes in
a period lasting at least ten years),21 but this is simply a multiplication of categories. The
structural rivalries literature for the most part does not offer a story of the psychological
dynamics emerging from recurrent tensions, dynamics whose intensity may increase with
each iteration.
A last alternative is the non-rationalist, structural account of the logic of habit developed
by constructivists, most prominently Ted Hopf.22 The persistent and unresolved tensions
that constitute rivalries may, from this perspective, be a set of familiar behaviors and
actions that states and their leaders settle into given repeated interactions that occur along
broadly similar lines. Tensions are structural in the sense that they are embedded in the
fundamental nature of a relationship. In some cases, the enduring tensions may even
become an element of both actors’ identities.23 But taking this view also poses difficulties
for explaining change.

Theorizing the Effects of Unresolved, Iterated Episodes of
Tension
The above approaches are useful for understanding how both immediate and more
broadly structural variables shape the occurrence of iterated episodes of tension as well as
the likely outbreak of war. But there are a variety of theoretical reasons to expect
iterative, unresolved episodes of tension to have important effects on subsequent
interactions beyond those outlined above. These insights come from the literature on
evolutionary rivalries, 24 older writings on learning after crises and applications of
cognitive psychology to international relations,25 and more recent work concerning affect
and emotion.26 In what follows, we seek to draw on and integrate the insights of these
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diverse literatures by making several propositions concerning the possible effects of
iterated, unresolved episodes of tension.
1) Iterated, unresolved episodes of tension can generate a propensity to
react to the future behavior of counterparts as if it were provocative and
hostile.
Iterated, unresolved episodes of tension can leave actors with a negative view of the other
side. Where such episodes are resolved through solutions acceptable to both sides, they
may simply fade into the past as misunderstandings or unfortunate incidents. Where
unresolved, however, they can leave actors expecting their counterparts to act in a similar
manner in the future, as no common understanding exists. Unresolved tensions leave
behind the perception that each acted in a manner inimical to the other’s interests. As
these repeat, the result for states that have experienced a series of tensions is “an
accumulation of hostility and grievances through their past history of conflict.”27
This is significant, for it can shape interpretations of future behavior. As Jervis notes, it is
difficult to make sense of the world without interpretive frameworks.28 These help us
order and interpret incoming information, particularly when it is ambiguous. We all have
theories of how the world works through which we assimilate and make sense of what we
perceive. Hence, we are not surprised when the sun comes up, but expect some form of
deception when we see a magic trick. Our pre-existing understandings of the world tell us
what is plausible and what is not. But the problem with such understandings is that when
sufficiently solidified they can also lock us into discounting evidence challenging our
expectations, or assuming with confidence our interpretations of information which is
ambiguous.
Rationalist approaches to international relations suggest we should update our beliefs in a
Bayesian fashion.29 That is, we should adjust our certainty in our beliefs based on the
confidence we have in new, disconfirming information. However, how we actually
interpret incoming information is strongly shaped by pre-existing beliefs, and therefore
the latter may be very difficult to alter. Indeed, much within international relations is
ambiguous. Are increases in military spending a sign of revisionist intentions or simply the
product of bureaucratic politics? Is a concession genuine gesture to improve relations or a
deceptive move to get a state to lower its guard? How one falls on these questions often
reflects how one already understands the world.
This is the phenomena of top-down processing: an existing framework is used to make
sense of the world, and determines how we make sense of ambiguous information. And
when actors are especially attached to a certain belief structure, they may even creatively
reinterpret or seek to explain away seemingly unambiguous information that does not fit
their expectations. Just as we may say to ourselves that an astonishing magic trick must
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have a rational explanation, so too actors may discount disconfirming evidence with post
hoc rationalizations.
Once a negative view of another actor is established, it may thus end up being very
difficult to dislodge. As this negative view takes root, past behavior that would otherwise
be viewed in neutral terms comes to be interpreted negatively, thus giving rise to even
further episodes of tension. As Maoz and Mor write, “Accommodative statements and
attitudes of the opponent tend to be viewed in a biased and suspicious manner, while
hostile attitudes are seen as true reflections of the rival’s intentions and attitudes.”30 Each
new outbreak of tensions solidifies existing expectations, and a hostile belief structure can
be come solidly entrenched.
All this is reinforced by what we now know about the roles of feelings and emotions.
Episodes of tension, by their very nature, are likely to elicit negative emotional reactions,
for they involve a clash of interests and possible links to militarized conflict. As tensions
recede, emotions may subside as well, but the latter will leave behind their traces. As the
neuroscientist Damasio has noted, previous affective reactions can leave behind “somatic
markers,” or in other words feelings associated with certain stimuli.31 Negative emotional
experiences can leave behind a propensity for negative feelings toward the actors
associated with their cause. Repeated tensions will reinforce these feelings. As negative
episodes accumulate actors may become ever more likely to overreact to possible
provocations and slights as the threshold for evoking such feelings becomes successively
lower.
What is more, such feelings are also important for their influence on how we interpret the
world. Mercer, in particular, examined the implications of this dynamic in his work on
emotional beliefs. Mercer writes, “an emotional belief is one where emotion constitutes or
strengthens a belief and which makes possible a generalization about an actor that
involves certainty beyond evidence.” 32 Put differently, emotional beliefs involve felt
reactions providing evidence where evidence is otherwise lacking. The evidence may all
point towards one conclusion, but we still may not believe it because our feelings tell us
otherwise. As two psychologists note, “interventions attempting to change feelings by
encouraging [an individual] to ‘know better’ or ‘know more’ may not always work in the
long run, because ‘feeling it’… refers to a qualitatively distinct meaning level.”33
In sum, iterated and unresolved episodes of tension can solidify hostile images according
to which future interactions are interpreted. The more hostile the image, the more
difficult it is to dislodge, for actors will view even an ambiguous or conciliatory gesture
suspiciously. The emotions experienced during tensions can further buttress this effect by
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leaving behind negative feelings towards the other party. These feelings not only can
trigger stronger reactions in the future, they also can act to further solidify hostile beliefs.
It is further important to note that changing balances of power can aggravate this effect,
for the actor on the declining side of the balance already has to fear the possibility that its
counterpart will take advantage of its growing relative strength. This anxiety can create a
context in which the behavior of the rising actor is closely watched for any sign of
revisionist tendencies, and previously innocuous disputes come to be treated as harbingers
of greater conflicts to come. With such worries in place, the effects of iterated yet
unresolved episodes of tension can take on ever greater salience.
2) Iterated, unresolved episodes of tension can lead to a hardening of
positions and willingness to resort to coercive or violent behavior.
Leng, in his analysis of multiple crises, noted that successive crises are likely to cause
leaders to adopt more coercive positions in the future: “A militarily victorious state would
see no reason for accommodation in the next crises… But the battlefield loser also is likely
to become more determined to demonstrate its resolve through a tougher bargaining
strategy so that the previously victorious adversary will not conclude that it can be
bullied.”34 The logic is simple. The winner seeks to repeat the last win; the loser sees itself
as needing to stand firmer in the next round. With each iteration, the level of coercive
threat—if not outright use of military force—is ramped up. Conversely, the willingness to
make concessions or compromise decreases.
This is exacerbated by well-known cognitive biases. 35 The first is general tendency
towards a willingness to engage in riskier behavior when an actor perceives itself to be
acting in a domain of losses. More precisely, when an actor perceives itself having lost
something in the past—be it status, territory, or any other value—it may become more
inclined to take greater risks in the future. In the context of iterated, unresolved episodes
of tension there is in each iteration likely to be one participant—if not both—who will see
themselves as having suffered some form of loss. This means that going into the next
round, they may be more willing to take risks to regain or preserve their position.
What is more, there is the danger of the bias towards positive illusions.36 Actors frequently
overestimate their abilities and engage in unrealistic optimism. It is a well-known statistic
that the majority of drivers rate their skills as above average—a mathematical
impossibility.37 Unfortunately, such gross overestimates of ability are not limited to the
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realm of driving. Kahneman and Renshon note, “The consequences of positive illusions
are overwhelmingly harmful… Positive illusions generally favor hawkish, aggressive
behavior when conflict exists or when a side already contemplates hostile actions.”38 As
iterated, unresolved tensions persist and actors shift towards more coercive policies, the
likelihood is that they will also overestimate their ability to succeed should conflict
emerge. This increases the chances that they will be willing to run the risk of war.
Finally, there is the emotional component. Where actors see themselves as having been
slighted in previous confrontations, this can generate feelings of humiliation and the
desire for revenge. Indeed, humiliation and revenge are closely linked, for “by enacting
revenge, the victim reenacts the humiliation in reverse and transforms its experience from
passive to active… revenge relieves the emotional suffering caused by humiliation.”39
Numerous scholars have noted the role of revenge in motivating violent behavior in
international relations.40 Iterated, unresolved episodes of tension can leave the perceived
losers in a state of humiliation, such that the next round offers the chance for revenge.
This, in turn, increases the attractiveness of hardline measures—both to forestall further
humiliations and exact punishment on the other party.
In total, the effects of iterated, unresolved episodes of tension can cumulate in a gradual
shift towards hawkish behavior by both sides. There are reasons for this to be found in the
effects of learning, cognitive biases, and emotional reactions. We can see manifestations of
this not only in behavior during subsequent episodes of tensions, but also in the interim,
as actors move to acquire military capabilities to better equip themselves for coercive
action or tie themselves closer to allies. As capabilities and support from allies increase, so
too does the confidence that coercion will succeed, even further intensifying the dangers
involved.
3) Iterated, unresolved episodes of tension can have indirect effects in
shaping public attitudes, leading to pressure for more hawkish policies.
The effects of iterated, unresolved episodes of tension on beliefs, attitudes, and emotions
can work both directly, by shaping the choices and behavior of key decision-makers, or
indirectly, by influencing the domestic political climate within which they operate. The
direct effects are quite simple to elaborate. With each crisis or new incident,
policymakers’ attitudes harden and these become reflected in the choices they adapt. As
work on the role of individuals in international relations has emphasized, periods of
tension or crisis are situations where individual-level factors are most likely to play a
role.41
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But policymakers also exist within a domestic context that can shape their behavior in
future conflicts. All the effects listed above can work more broadly on the public level as
well, also shaping attitudes of a leader’s domestic constituents towards perceived foreign
antagonists. As public attitudes (or the attitudes of a more limited selectorate on whom
leaders’ positions may depend) worsen with each iterated episode of tensions, this too can
exert important effects.42 The first is selection effects. That is, publics—particularly in
states with elected leaders—may gravitate towards and promote leaders that appear to
take a more hawkish stance, while marginalizing more dovish leaders. Second, even if
leaders do not find themselves replaced, they still may experience the constraining effects
of public opinion. In other words, leaders may see themselves as needing to pursue a
more hawkish policy to pacify public opinion or opposition within their own government.
Finally, already hawkish leaders will be unshackled—given the freedom to pursue more
confrontational policies with the blessing of their domestic constituents. Regardless of
which set of effects one witnesses, the result is the same: a more hawkish turn.
That said, it is important to note the flipside of these dynamics: namely, these above
effects can conceivably be mediated by leadership change due to exogenous causes.
Indeed, the selection of leaders is rarely based on a single foreign policy stance.
Leadership change on the basis of factors unrelated to the tensions in question (i.e.
domestic policy or a coup) can under certain circumstances bring to power an actor
unscarred by previous interactions and thus more predisposed towards a conciliatory
stance. To the extent that the political factors behind this leadership change are
sustainably dominant, they may also counterbalance or overshadow the effects of
accumulated public attitudes. Furthermore, the presence of a new actor (or actors) at the
helm of one state may also conceivably lead erstwhile rivals to re-evaluate possibilities for
reconciliation or at least focus energies elsewhere. This phenomenon is most likely where
we see a relatively radical change in leadership. The new attitude towards Russia held by
(at the time of this writing) U.S. President-elect Donald Trump offers one possible
example of this dynamic. Short-circuiting the cycle is thus possible, but it does require a
major break in the leadership of at least one of the actors. What is more, maintaining
such a course change may not be easy, especially when it faces ongoing indirect effects in
the form of elite and public skepticism.

Historical Precedent
To sum up, iterated, unresolved episodes of tension set the stage for the further
deterioration of relations between actors and raise the risk of future conflict. Tensions
may subside, but when unresolved they leave behind the seeds of future trouble. And as
noted in the introduction, there is historical precedent that suggests the above is not
simply speculation: the outbreak of World War I.43 Specifically, World War I came in the
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wake of a series of episodes of tension that had set the stage for its appearance. These
include the First and Second Moroccan crises of 1905-06 and 1911, the Bosnian Crisis of
1908-09, the Balkan Wars in 1912 and 1913, as well as the domestic turmoil in Russia
following defeat in the 1904-05 Russo-Japanese War. 44 With each crisis, the actors
involved saw their counterparts with more distrust, and were evermore likely to interpret
behavior in negative terms. Indeed, as increasing antipathy fueled mistrust and hypersensitivity, even minor events—such as the appointment of a German to reform the
Ottoman army (the Liman Affair)45 or the treatment of German deserters of French
Foreign Legion (the Casablanca Incident)46—led to belligerent threats. As grievances
accumulated, the system grew more volatile.
Concurrently, actors saw the need to be more hawkish in the next confrontation. A key
example of this is the Bosnian crisis, which emerged when Austria-Hungary annexed the
formerly Ottoman provinces of Bosnia-Herzegovina. Russia and Serbia immediately
objected to the Austrian move, and war seemed a possibility as all sides mobilized their
forces. But Russia and Serbia eventually backed down when Germany threatened to
support Austria-Hungary in case of open hostilities. From this Austria-Hungary and
Germany took the lesson that belligerent threats could force Russia into retreat. As the
Austrian foreign minister, Alois Aehrenthal, noted, “[A] text-book (Schulbeispiel)
example of how success is only certain if the strength (Kraft) is there to get one’s way.”47
But for Russia the experience “was a humiliation, the like of which Russia must never
again be made to endure.”48 Russia subsequently sought to increase its military strength
to avoid a similar disgrace in the future.
And the effects were both direct and indirect. The direct effects can be seen in the
Kaiser’s comments prior to World War I after having suffered two humiliations in
previous crises: “This time I shall not given in.”49 The indirect effects were also visible. As
Lebow writes, “Shifts of power [towards hawks] occurred in Russia and France in the
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aftermath of the Bosnian and Agadir crises… Morocco and Bosnia also enhanced the
influence of hardliners within the British Foreign Office.”50
All this help pushed Europe to the brink of war a century ago.51 Iterated unresolved
tensions do leave behind effects, and those effects can be quite pernicious. The key
question, consequently, is to what extent are such dynamics unfolding in East Asia today?

Repeated Episodes of Tension in East Asia
The above constitutes theoretical conjecture, albeit one supported by historical precedent,
and we believe this to be directly relevant to iterated, unresolved episodes of tension
between the PRC and its neighbors over longstanding maritime territorial disputes. To be
clear, ours is not a mechanistic argument—we do not claim that these dynamics must
develop wherever a territorial dispute arises. Rather our claim is that the tendencies we
outline above can exacerbate the volatility of such disputes when they involve iterated,
unresolved tensions. In what follows, we explore how the dynamics we describe can help
illuminate recent developments in PRC-Japan and PRC-Philippines relations.
PRC-Japan
How do we explain the seeming instability of PRC-Japan relations? Following a round of
anti-Japanese protests in the PRC in 2005, relations between Tokyo and Beijing actually
seemed to be stabilizing after Abe Shinzō replaced Koizumi Junichirō in 2006. Having
ended direct meetings with Koizumi over his repeated visits to the controversial Yasukuni
Shrine, the change in leadership seemed to offer the PRC a new interlocutor with whom
it could pursue improved relations. But a series of tensions surrounding the PRCJapanese dispute over the Diaoyu/Senkaku islands and East China Sea (ECS)
subsequently appear to have hardened positions on both sides, permitting if not
encouraging more provocative behavior while reducing the scope for dialogue.
Setting the context of recent PRC-Japanese tensions is the fact that PRC naval operations
in the ECS have been increasing in frequency and sophistication since 2004, reflecting
the growing capabilities of the People’s Liberation Army Navy (PLAN).52 Many of these
activities occurred in waters claimed by both Japan and the PRC, but where the PLAN
was previously less able to operate. At the same time, PRC official and research vessels
also had begun entering disputed waters with increasing frequency. 53 In May 2009,
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Beijing submitted a note verbale on its ECS claims in response to a request by the
United Nations Commission on the Limits of the Continental Shelf. 54 These
developments came amid efforts by Beijing and Tokyo to contain maritime disputes,
including a 2008 joint exploration agreement in the ECS and attempts to prevent activists
from landing on the disputed Diaoyu/Senkaku islands.55
Tensions broke into the open in 2010 when the Japanese Coast Guard (JCG) arrested the
captain of a Chinese fishing trawler who used his vessel to ram JCG vessels in disputed
waters near the Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands. The Japanese government contemplated
charging the captain under domestic Japanese law, a move that the PRC government saw
as tantamount to an exercise of Japanese sovereignty over the disputed waters in which
the arrest occurred. 56 The PRC consequently further increased the frequency and
aggressiveness of patrols by paramilitary forces in the disputed waters and permitted a
number of anti-Japanese protests in China.57 When the Japanese government decided to
give in and release the Chinese captain, the PRC demanded an official apology and
damages from Tokyo.58 This in turn prompted Tokyo to counter-demand an apology
from the PRC and payment for damage caused to JCG vessels by the Chinese trawler.59
From the PRC perspective, Japan had unilaterally deviated from the prior practice of
immediately repatriating Chinese fishermen taken into its custody and was increasing its
legal claims to authority over the disputed islands; from the Japanese perspective, the
PRC was acting in an “excessive” fashion.60
Absent a clear resolution to Sino-Japanese differences over the trawler incident, the PRC
continued with intensified patrols of disputed waters by government vessels while the JCG
responded by trying to actively chase these ships away. 61 Among the incidents that
occurred were purported instances of PRC helicopters and aircraft “buzzing” Japanese
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ships and aircraft at very close, perhaps unsafe, distances.62 Both the Japanese and PRC
governments publicly complained about alleged infractions by the other side.63 Neither
side was willing to back down and appear “softer” than the other.
As a consequence, in the subsequent period voices on both sides were advocating for less
accommodative stances. In mid-2012, the highly nationalistic Tokyo governor, Shintaro
Ishihara, announced his intention for Metropolitan Tokyo to buy the islands from their
private owner, construct installations, station personnel, and conduct geological surveys.64
Japan’s Noda government felt that such moves could prove overly provocative to the
PRC, and responded with a plan to purchase and nationalize the islands. They believed
the approach was an acceptable compromise for both Beijing and the Japanese public.65
Taking a cool Chinese reception following communication of plan to the PRC Embassy
in Tokyo as a signal of Beijing’s tacit approval, the Japanese government publicly
announced its plans.66 This move sparked not only strong official criticism from the PRC,
but also intensified PRC air and sea patrols around the disputed islands as well as protests
around China.67
Japan’s official response was to scramble its own ships and aircraft to intercept PRC ones
heading to patrol near or over the Diaoyu/Senkakus. This occurred despite a subsequent
realization in Japanese policy circles that communicating through the Foreign Ministry
by way of the embassy in Tokyo may have muddied the message sent to Beijing.68 These
events corresponded with a spike in PRC ships and aircraft sent to the disputed area in
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2013, which, according to one senior PRC foreign ministry advisor, aimed to challenge
effective Japanese administrative control69 In late 2013, China further announced the
establishment of an ECS ADIZ that covered areas disputed with Japan, including the
Senkaku/Diaoyu islands.70 PRC ADIZ regulations called for aircraft traversing the area
to provide prior notification or face possible interception, going beyond common ADIZ
practice requiring only that aircraft heading toward a state’s territory provide such
notification.
The handshake shared by Abe and PRC President Xi Jinping on the sides of the APEC
meeting in late 2014 may have been hailed as an opening to ease tensions,71 but the
situation remained tense. Periodic stand-offs, intercepts, and fire control radar lock-ons
between PRC and Japanese aircraft and vessels, some of them heavily armed, continued
to occur over the air and waters that Tokyo and Beijing dispute.72 Attempts to intercept
PRC government aircraft by the Japan Air Self-Defense Force (JASDF) in 2014 matched
that of scrambles against Soviet military aircraft during the height of the Cold War and
have only increased.73 There were also increased Japanese troop and naval deployments
near the Diaoyu/Senkaku, while areas near Japanese airspace and waters saw more
frequent passage by PRC naval vessels and military aircraft as they transited to the Pacific
for maneuvers.74 Most recently, Japanese and PRC officials have exchanged accusations
of dangerous behavior by each other’s fighters in the East China Sea.75
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Repeating Tensions, Deepening Trouble
In the situations outlined above we can observe how iterated episodes of tension led to
both deepening suspicion and a hardening of positions. The Japanese side, by releasing
the fishing captain in 2010 and, subsequently, seeking to prevent the nationalistic mayor
of Tokyo, Ishihara, from purchasing the Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands in 2012 saw itself as
acting in a conciliatory manner. It thus increasingly viewed the PRC responses as being
paranoid over-reactions at best, intentionally duplicitous at worst. From the official PRC
perspective, Japan was progressively and unilaterally moving to alter the status quo with
the expectation that the PRC stand silent. Consequently, both sides hardened their
positions. The PRC has increased its presence around the islands and moved forward
with investment in relevant military and paramilitary capabilities. Japan, too, increased its
military capabilities and loosened the legal restrictions on responding with force should a
contingency arise. On top of this, it has sought to draw closer to the United States, which
in return stated that it views the Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands as falling under the purview of
its security treaty with Japan.76
These repeated and unresolved crises between Japan and the PRC have further resulted
in the indirect effect of fanning mutual aversion—if not animosity—among the public on
both sides. A China Daily-Genron NPO poll conducted in June and July 2013 found
that 98.2% of Chinese polled and 90.1% of Japanese held negative views toward each
other’s countries.77 This represented an increase of 28% in China and 5.8% in Japan
from 2012, with 77.6% of Chinese and 53% of Japanese citing continuing differences
over the Diaoyu/Senkaku as the main reason for their unhappiness. These effects
continue: 2015 Pew surveys still show approximately 88% of the public in China and
91% in Japan having non-favorable opinions of each other’s countries.78
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Such sentiments generate both political resources and pressures. It was probably little
coincidence that Abe chose to visit the Yasukuni Shrine at a time when relations with the
PRC were at a low point following repeated tensions.79 Concern over an assertive PRC
was also used as a political resource as the Abe administration sought to pass security laws
allowing for more room for collective self-defense.80 This move enabled Japan to legally
offer military assistance to friendly countries in the event of a conflict and expectedly
drew heavy official criticism from Beijing for its potential to threat to the PRC as well as
regional stability. 81 Importantly, as Abe’s efforts encountered significant domestic
opposition, the Japanese side decided to release new information about PRC activities
and construction in the ECS, furthering playing to perceptions of tense relations.82 The
net effect of the series of unresolved crises over the ECS and the Diaoyu/Senkaku is that
neither the PRC nor Japanese governments are in positions to back down and instead
face pressure to demonstrate resolve. The agreed statements the two sides released on the
islands in 2014 notwithstanding, growing nationalism in China and the current Xi
leadership’s ongoing efforts to further consolidate authority likely means that Beijing may
not be in a position to compromise, especially with Japan.83 A PRC leader seen to be
“soft” on Japan in such circumstances is almost sure to face significant pressure from
rivals with the Chinese Communist Party and the public alike. Current apprehensions
toward China among the Japanese public means that they may punish politicians whose
policies toward the PRC appear overly accommodating.
In the context of recent Sino-Japanese relations we can observe how one episode—the
trawler collision in 2010—led to both distrust and a hardening of positions that shaped
escalatory behavior in another—the nationalization crisis of 2012. While these were
major incidents, there has also been myriad variety of minor confrontations that
contribute to these trends as well, ranging from encounters in the sea and air to bitter
diplomatic exchanges. And these tensions have further spilled over into other areas,
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including interactions concerning the PRC’s disputes in the South China Sea.84 Although
the direct effects on leadership perceptions can at this point only be inferred given the
lack of access to internal policy documents and deliberations, the indirect effects are
registered quite clearly in the extremely low levels of mutual affinity and trust shown by
both publics. The combined effects of these dynamics have disconcerting implications for
future stability.
PRC-Philippines
The trajectory of Sino-Philippine relations since the late 2000s is also illustrative of the
rising mutual suspicions, hardening of positions, increasingly coercive behavior, and
growing domestic constraints on compromise resulting from repeated, unresolved
tensions. Manila-Beijing relations were stable and improving throughout the 2000s, with
growing economic exchanges and cooperation through the Association of South East
Asian Nations (ASEAN).85 Differences over the ownership over parts of the South China
Sea (SCS) that both sides claim seemed to be on the backburner, particularly after the
2002 ASEAN-China Declaration on the Conduct of Parties in the South China Sea
(DOC).86 Then came a May 2009 deadline to submit claims to the UN Commission on
the Limits of the Continental Shelf (UNCLCS). The Philippines and the PRC made
submissions relating to their claims, as did two other disputants, Vietnam and Malaysia.87
Rounds of iterated tensions over competing maritime claims set off a series of increasingly
strident attempts by the Philippines and the PRC to assert their claims over mutually
contested land features and waters that involved growing coercion and demonstrations of
resolve. Following the submission of claims, Beijing and Manila attempted to expel and
arrest fishermen in disputed waters, which precipitated into standoffs over maritime
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features both governments claim.88 There were some accounts of Chinese ships trying to
ram or shoot at Filipino vessels, while the Philippines attempted to conduct seismic
surveys in the waters around Reed Bank to bolster its position vis-à-vis the PRC. Chinese
ships harassed Filipino vessels trying to resupply an outpost on Second Thomas Shoal in
early 2014 despite a late 2013 understanding with ASEAN on guidelines to implement
the DOC.89 Consequently, Manila began to bolster and advertise its alliance relationship
with the United States as well as develop security ties with U.S. allies Australia, Japan,
and South Korea to demonstrate an ability and willingness to defend its claims.90 These
efforts include the ongoing acquisition of military and paramilitary aircraft and ships from
the U.S. and its Asia-Pacific allies.91
Tensions grew further when a Philippine Navy attempt to arrest Chinese fishermen
around Scarborough Shoal in April 2012 resulted in a standoff with ships from the China
Maritime Surveillance.92 Both sides saw the event as a provocation by the other and
refused to back down. The United States subsequently brokered a deal to have both sides
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withdraw.93 The Philippines complied, but the PRC maintained its presence and kept
Filipino vessels away, effectively asserting control over the feature.94 The incident was a
precursor to subsequent large-scale PRC construction of artificial islands on and
fortification of several maritime features it disputes with the Philippines beginning in
2014.95 Beijing now possesses extensively reclaimed and fortified features in the SCS.
Accompanying developments at sea were a hardening of diplomatic positions by Beijing
and Manila following the 2012 Scarborough Shoal incident. The Philippines tried work
to with Vietnam to raise concerns over the SCS disputes at the 2010 ASEAN Regional
Forum meeting in Hanoi. This sparked a sharp rebuke from then-PRC Foreign Minister
Yang Jiechi.96 Yang reportedly told representatives from ASEAN member states they had
to accept the fact that they are “small countries” compared to the PRC.97 Following its
Reed Bank seismic surveys, Manila submitted a note verbale over its claims on April 5,
2011, the PRC responded with its own on April 14.98 A subsequent PRC attempt to block
the Philippines from inserting language about the SCS during the 2012 ASEAN
Ministerial Meeting resulted in the grouping failing to deliver a joint statement for the
first time.99
Manila consequently submitted a formal, unilateral request for the UN to establish an
arbitral tribunal to determine the nature of maritime features in parts of the SCS it
disputes with the PRC in 2013, to the latter’s public displeasure.100 From the start, there
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were reasonable expectations that the arbitral tribunal would bring at least some PRC
claims into serious question.101 Rather than see the arbitration as a means to clarify
disputes, PRC leaders saw the move as an affront and sought to discredit the process
while pressuring ASEAN. The PRC even attempted to exclude references to the SCS in
ASEAN settings contributed to the use of an ASEAN chair’s statement in lieu of a more
authoritative joint statement at the 2015 ASEAN Defense Minister Meeting-Plus.102 The
tribunal ultimately established the claims disputants can make based on control over
various maritime features and rejected the legal standing of the nine dashed-lines the
PRC uses as the basis for its position.103
Associated with a hardening of positions and growing tendency toward coercive tools was
rising mutual suspicion between the PRC and Filipino governments. President Aquino
publicly alluded to PRC actions in the SCS in general and Scarborough Shoal in
particular as being akin to the behavior of Hitler and Nazi Germany.104 The PRC, for its
part, accused the Philippines of first acting provocatively in the dispute and drawing in
actors that have no business in their bilateral dispute, and insists its deployments of
military forces to the SCS is self-defense, not militarization. 105 The PRC refused to
participate in the arbitration process. PRC Foreign Minister Wang Yi even indicated that
the PRC will not abide by any rulings, as Beijing sees the arbitration process and outcome
as “off-key” and “fouled.”106
Learning Not to Back Down
Repeated tensions between Manila and Beijing over the SCS mobilized domestic
nationalism in both countries, which made compromise increasingly difficult. Before the
deadline for submissions to the UNCLOS in 2009, the Philippine Congress enacted an
archipelagic baseline law in February 2009 to bolster the domestic legal basis for Filipino
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claims as a response to the UN request.107 The law committed Filipino administrations to
abide by a stricter interpretation of claims. Five Filipino legislators visited Thitu Island
near disputed waters in June 2011 to reassert claims despite the Aquino administration
being lukewarm to the idea.108 Filipino fishermen engaged in shouting matches with
Chinese Coast Guard vessels chasing them away from disputed waters and few qualms
about expressing frustration to the press, which fanned further public displeasure toward
China in the Philippines. 109 Partially in response to public pressure, the Aquino
administration began referring to the SCS officially as the “West Philippine Sea” in 2011
despite Chinese protests.110
On Beijing’s part, the PRC’s education system consistently reinforces the idea that the
SCS is an “inalienable” part of the country since “ancient times,” and that archaeological
findings in those waters support this position.111 The PRC’s state managed press similarly
reiterates the central nature of the SCS to the Chinese nation, including the claim that
those waters are a “core interest” tied to the PRC’s territorial integrity on par with
control over Hong Kong, Taiwan, Tibet, Xinjiang.112 Despite new Filipino President
Rodrigo Duterte indicating a willingness to take a softer stance, PRC State Councilor Dai
Bingguo initially excoriated Manila for provocation at a 2016 speech in Washington, DC,
even insinuating possible use of force.113 This suggested initial Chinese suspicion toward
Filipino motivations for reaching out. The public prominence of such nationalist claims
limited the flexibility of PRC leaders in managing the SCS disputes, especially given the
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potential for nationalist backlash.114 Such dynamics become particularly acute when PRC
leaders felt themselves under pressure from domestic economic and political changes or
reforms.
A 2013 Sino-Filipino standoff over Scarborough Shoal sparked protests in the PRC and
the Philippines as well as expatriate communities elsewhere, cyberattacks by both sides,
mutual fishing bans, a Chinese boycott of Filipino fruit exports, and a suspension of
Chinese tours to the Philippines.115 A July 2014 Pew poll reported that 58 percent of
Filipinos polled have non-favorable views of the PRC, up from 48 percent in 2013 and 30
percent in 2002, while 58 percent of respondents in the Philippines saw the PRC a
threat. 116 Concurrently, 93 percent of Filipinos polled saw the continuing territorial
disputes with the PRC as a major problem for their country, a 3 percent increase from
the previous year.117 Non-favorable Filipino views of China dropped to 43 percent in
2015, but 91 percent of respondents remained concerned about a territorial conflict with
China.118 Whatever the limitations of such polling, they indicate a wariness toward the
PRC in the Philippines due the SCS dispute and constrain Manila’s choices.
Consistent with a leader coming to office with completely different priorities, Duterte’s
domestic focus and rapprochement with Beijing eventually calmed Philippines-PRC
relations. However, Duterte’s soft stance on territorial disputes with China may foster a
future backlash in the Philippines if underlying unhappiness festers. Outreach by Duterte,
including an official visit to China, won praise from Beijing and promises for deals worth
US$24 billion.119 Yet, key Filipino elites remain skeptical about Duterte’s China policy,
notably including his mentor, former President Fidel Ramos, who stepped down as
special envoy to China after three months in apparent protest.120 The degree that PRC

Yinan He, The Search for Reconciliation: Sino-Japanese and German-Polish Relations
since World War II (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009), Chs. 6-7.
115 Ely Ratner, “Learning the Lessons of Scarborough Reef,” The National Interest, November
21, 2013, http://nationalinterest.org/commentary/learning-the-lessons-scarborough-reef-9442,
accessed July 17, 2014.
116 Pew Research Center, “How Asians View Each Other,” Global Attitudes and Trends, July
14, 2014, http://www.pewglobal.org/2014/07/14/chapter-4-how-asians-view-each-other/,
accessed July 8, 2016, Pew Research Center, “Philippines Opinion of China,” Global Indicators
Database,
http://www.pewglobal.org/database/indicator/24/country/173/response/Unfavorable/,
accessed December 5, 2016.
117 Pew Research Center, “How Asians View Each Other.”
118 Pew Research Center, “How Asia-Pacific Publics See Each Other and Their National
Leaders,” Glbal Attitudes and Trends, September 2, 2015,
http://www.pewglobal.org/2015/09/02/how-asia-pacific-publics-see-each-other-and-theirnational-leaders/, accessed December 5, 2016.
119 Andreo Calonzo and Ceclia Yap, “China Visit Helps Duterte Reap Funding Deals Worth $24
Billion,” Bloomberg, October 21, 2016,
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2016-10-21/china-visit-helps-duterte-reap-fundingdeals-worth-24-billion, accessed December 5, 2016.
120 Yuji Vincent Gonzales, “Fidel Ramos Quits as Special Envoy to China,” Inquirer, October
31, 2016, https://globalnation.inquirer.net/148429/fidel-ramos-quits-as-special-envoy-to-china,
114

24

25
promises materialize remains unclear, although an inability to deliver could fuel popular
resentment. Moreover, Filipino access to disputed waters remains at Beijing’s pleasure,
Duterte has not compromised on territorial claims, and officials privately report no
change in instructions on the handling of territorial disputes.121 These stress points can
limit cooperation, re-ignite past unresolved, iterated Sino-Filipino differences, and cause
even improving relations to quickly sour. Recall that the previous Aquino administration
and the PRC’s Hu Jintao leadership spent a year seeking cooperation before such efforts
broke down into the contentiousness that characterized the remainder of Aquino’s
term.122
Conclusion
Though preliminary and wanting of greater detail, the cases above strongly suggest that
unresolved, recurrent episodes of tensions can pave the way for further friction and
increase the potential for escalation. Without some sort of mutually acceptable and
recognized accommodation among disputants, publics may come to resent the prevailing
status quo and push leaders to take an increasingly tough stance the next time a crisis
erupts with the same actor. Leaders who expect little forgiveness from publics for backing
down may seek ever-toughening positions or even take the risk of “gambling for
resurrection” if a crisis is not turning out favorably.123
Unresolved, iterated tensions may be increasingly susceptible to escalation with each
subsequent round, particularly as actors come increasingly see themselves in the domain
of losses. 124 All this suggests that dyads with unresolved, recurrent tensions may be
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especially dangerous and prone to conflict. The progression from the Morocco Crises
through the Balkans and, ultimately, World War I may be reflective of the escalatory
potential of iterated tensions, although we do not expect such an extreme outcome in the
East Asian context.125
Southeast Asia offers further examples of where the logic of repeated tensions bears out.
Vietnam and the PRC experienced a series of escalating tensions over their dispute in the
South China Sea starting around 2008. This included mutual arrests of fishermen and the
impounding of their vessels leading to harassment of each other’s oil exploration efforts.
These events included intentional collision among ships and the reclamation of SCS
features each controlled.126 That both sides stuck to demonstrating resolve contributed to
increasingly forceful attempts to challenge each other, growing mutual suspicion, and
domestic mobilization against the other on nationalist grounds, including violent antiChinese riots in Vietnam in 2014.127
Importantly, conscious Malaysian efforts to avoid friction with China enabled PutrajayaBeijing relations to be less fraught and more cooperative, including on military matters
such as allowing Chinese naval access to Malaysian port facilities.128 This despite the fact
that Chinese actions in SCS waters disputed with Malaysia can appear provocative.129
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Absent repeated tensions, Sino-Malaysian relations remained much calmer despite
disputes paralleling those Beijing has with Hanoi, Manila, and Tokyo. Beijing’s financial
support for Malaysian sovereign wealth funds to cover for funds senior officials allegedly
siphoned supposedly paved the way for further Sino-Malaysian cooperation, including
over security and the SCS. 130 This development could, however, lead to a popular
backlash against the PRC given efforts by Malaysian politicians to mobilize inter-ethnic
differences that target local ethnic Chinese and their perceived loyalty to the PRC.131
A key objective of this essay is to demonstrate the plausibility for repeated episodes of
tension to feed inter-state friction, creating conditions conducive to escalation,
miscalculation, and even conflict. The cases this essay examines demonstrate that there is
reason to believe in the external validity of our reasoning, as well as the empirical
significance of repeated episodes of tension for international politics. Having established
instances where this dynamic may be playing out empirically, a next step is to develop
more fine-grained hypothesis to test the mechanisms that give recurrent tensions their
combustible quality and to evaluate them against more detailed evidence. Developments
in this direction can include exploring the psychological effects and domestic political
dynamics that result from recurring tensions on both leaders and publics that may
encourage resolve rather than accommodation. How recurrent tensions play out under
different regime types and institutional settings may also provide avenues for further study.
Going forward, understanding unresolved, repeated tensions and appreciating their
consequences are especially important at moments of acute uncertainty. World politics is
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arguably at just such a juncture with the PRC’s increasingly strained relative rise,
America’s relative decline under a potentially unpredictable administration, and Europe’s
prolonged stasis. Washington and Beijing are likely to probe and test the other’s resolve at
the start of the Trump administration and as the Xi Jinping-led PRC leadership faces
more economic and social pressure at home. Russia and Europe may similarly check and
challenge each other as differences mount and internal stresses grow. These are
contemporary instances where unresolved, repeated tensions may have special salience
for international security.
Inadequately addressed, iterated tensions can allow differences to sharpen, crises to
foment, and possibly even foster confrontation. A cursory glance suggests several more
such relationships in Asia and beyond. In Asia, they include not only dyadic cases
involving the PRC, Japan, the Philippines, Vietnam mentioned or discussed in detail, but
also South Korea, North Korea, Taiwan, India, Pakistan, and, of course, the United
States. Beyond Asia, there are the Russia-Europe, Russia-United States, and Israel-Iran
dynamics to name a few. An improved ability to address and manage these sorts of tense
relations may prove helpful in staving off unneeded friction and maybe even conflict
during these unsettled times.
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