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I. NATIONALISM AND PEACE IN THE ASIA-
PACIFIC REGION 
 
The end of the Cold War in 1990s revived various 
kinds of nationalism, thereby restoring political 
dynamics in this region nowadays. Asserting national 
identity and reconciling people who were once 
divided by the Cold War ideology do compose as 
some contents of post-Cold War nationalism. 
Paradoxically, the new tide of post-Cold War 
nationalism more focuses on disputes in territorial 
sovereignty in the Asia-Pacific, which is the most 
primitive form of nationalism, and synergizes with 
the ‘energy and resources nationalism’, which is the 
new direction of nationalism in the region emerges in 
the 21st century. Conflicts have expanded to maritime 
sovereignty, which resulted in crisis in regional 
security that was worse than that in the Cold War era 
(Collins et al. 2011). Among all countries in Asia-
Pacific, China has been the core of this tidal wave of 
nationalism because the country has too much 
disputes over territorial and maritime sovereignty 
with its neighboring countries, and her responses to 
the disputes are usually assertive. Some of these 
conflicts caused casualties and hostile military 
presence, which added insult to the injury of 
countries involved.  
 The booming spirit of nationalism in the 
Asia-Pacific region causes people to worry about 
regional security. The proactive movement of 
nationalism in China, a country that is considered an 
important power in Asia-Pacific and the second 
biggest economy in the world, will certainly affect 
the balance of war and peace in the entire region. 
Other countries have been closely watching the tides 
of Chinese nationalism after the end of the Cold War 
and the collapse of the Soviet Union. Rhetorically, the 
Chinese government has emphasized on the peaceful 
nature of its national development since the launch of 
the reform and opening up policy, particularly after 
the Tiananmen Square Massacre in 1989, proposed 
official diplomatic principles such as “laying low, 

conceal ability and bide time” (taoguang yanghui) 
and “peaceful rise/development” (heping 
jueqi/fazhan). Despite these efforts, many observers 
still continue to believe that Chinese nationalism will 
evolve into the ideology experienced by Germany 
and Japan in the first half of the 20th century, and this 
form of nationalism is a potential source of 
instabilities and conflicts to the region. 
 To what extent and in what sense this kind 
of worries is reasonable? A fair amount of prejudices 
have increasingly emerged with the rising attention 
on nationalism in the Asia-Pacific region, particularly 
in China. These prejudices are not only found in 
western countries, particularly the United States, but 
also in the neighboring countries of China, especially 
those countries that have territorial or maritime 
sovereign disputes with China. These prejudices 
hinder people’s judgment on how governments in the 
Asia-Pacific region should rationally engage with 
nationalism. For over-viewing and reviewing of the 
major disputes and conflicts in nationalism in the 
Asia-Pacific region after the end of the Cold War, this 
chapter attempts to propose two sets of frameworks 
for analytical purpose (Jinri Daobao, 2012): the first 
framework pertains to noteworthy prejudices in 
reviewing nationalism in the region. The second 
framework pertains to the different types of relations 
and dynamics between government and nationalism 
in the region. Integrating the two frameworks and 
applying it in the analysis may help in examining and 
interpreting the trends of nationalism in the post-Cold 
War Asia-Pacific region with a more precise and 
thorough conclusion. 
 
II. PREJUDICES IN REVIEWING THE 
NATIONALISM 
 
These prejudices can be observed in three 
perspectives. First, nationalism is evaluated on the 
ideological ground, which is commonplace in 
democratic countries. Observers from democratic 
countries regard acts of nationalism in liberal 
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democracies as reasonable and normal representation 
of the will of the people. In contrast to this view, acts 
of nationalism happened in non-democratic countries 
would be regarded as a result of top-down 
mobilization by authoritarian regimes. Similar 
nationalistic assertions and behaviors can be found in 
China, South Korea, and Japan; however, Chinese 
nationalism is usually criticized as a result of 
prejudice and stereotyped as an evidence of “China 
Threat” to the region, or even to the world following 
the country’s successful economic reform (Chang, 
2001). Nationalism in liberal democracies is less 
criticized than the nationalism of China, and is even 
applauded in some cases. 
 
Second, prejudices arising from strategic interests can 
be observed from geopolitical perspectives. Some 
countries often define acts of nationalism in countries 
that share common geopolitical and strategic interests 
as reasonable ones, but condemn similar acts of 
nationalism in countries with conflicting interests.       
Third, prejudices are derived from moral ground, 
which are populist and intuitive, and people of all 
social groups in any society may be involved in 
judging nationalism from an over-moralized 
perspective. Moral judgment often happens between a 
big nation and a small nation, and between strong 
power and weak state. People denounce acts of 
bullying of big and powerful nations over small and 
weak ones. By contrast, the challenging acts of small 
nations against big ones are celebrated. In the same 
vein, Chinese nationalism triggers negative reactions 
from other small countries, but the acts of nationalism 
of these small countries against China are seldom 
scrutinized fairly.             
 
These prejudices are commonplace among 
politicians, public media, or even academics; often 
intertwine with each other to be stronger bias and 
undermine precise analysis. With these prejudices, 
nationalism is usually deemed as a leverage of 
authoritarian governments, but is overlooked it as a 
constraint against good governance and peaceful 
diplomacy, and blocked the view of empathetic 
understanding and appreciation towards some 
governments’ effort in managing nationalistic spirit 
within normative boundary. Figuring out different 
types of relations between government and 
nationalism could be useful for the check and balance 
of the analytical prejudices aforementioned, and for 
cultivating a more precise understanding of 
nationalism in the Asia-Pacific region, which is the 
aim of the following section.    
 
III. RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN 
GOVERNMENT AND NATIONALISM 
  
Theoretically speaking, nationalism deals with the 
relation of one country with the others. Its prominent 
symptom is the one self stands in the right side, while 

the others are definitely in the wrong side. In many 
circumstances, one nation’s acts of nationalism bias 
against the others, in the meantime prejudice for 
itself. Therefore, mishandling nationalism would not 
only damage the interest of others but also of itself. 
History tells people that nationalism caused several 
wars and conflicts between sovereign countries, and 
also inside the countries. After the Cold War, 
nationalism continued to exist and even escalated in 
the Asia-Pacific region.  
 
Will nationalism in the Asia-Pacific region evolve 
into violent conflicts or even wars? The answer to 
this question hinges on the ways governments are 
handling their relationship with nationalism. If 
nationalism is inevitable, conflicts and wars are not 
unavoidable given the most important role played by 
the governments in these acts. The government’s way 
to handle her relationship with nationalism could be 
conceptualized in three types of role. First, the 
government acts as mobilizer, under two different 
socio-political backgrounds ---- in some societies 
without a strong spirit of nationalism, the government 
utilizes its resources, such as through organizational 
and ideological propaganda, to engineer the 
conditions for the rise of nationalism that fits 
government’s strategy to reach its goals. It this case, 
the government is an active mobilizer in constructing 
nationalism.  
Another type of mobilizer find that nationalistic 
ideology have been existing in the society, 
governments and politicians utilize the socio-political 
opportunities to pursue their own interest.  
 
The second type of role that governments play in 
dealing with nationalism could be conceptualized as a 
reactor. This view sees nationalism and related 
sentiment already existing in the society and reaches 
their climax every now and then. Some outbreaks 
happen in response to certain events that leads to 
other political incidents. Governments are carefully 
responding to these crises and potential outbreaks 
because of their external and internal impacts. The 
ethnic nationalism exists within the sovereignty 
countries is typical example of this situation, such as 
aforementioned Malaysia, Myanmar, Thailand and 
China.    
 
The third type of role is like a rider to surf across the 
previous two contexts, suggests that governments 
make use of nationalism to legitimize her policies. 
Once nationalism comes into being, neither a 
democratic government nor an authoritarian 
government could ignore it. Given that nationalism is 
an objective reality, governments should leverage this 
resource to legitimize policies. 
The three types of relationships between government 
and nationalism provide insight into the trends and 
changes of post-Cold War nationalism in the Asia-
Pacific region. 
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IV. CONCLUDING REMARK: HOLD THE 
DOUBLE-EDGED SWORD RATIONALLY 
 
Some governments in a globalized world become 
weak given the fact that some countries move toward 
globalization faster than others. Theoretically, this era 
is still characterized by sovereign countries or nation-
states, but the governments of these countries can no 
longer manipulate people within their jurisdictions 
the way they traditionally exercised control in the 
past. Societal forces are increasingly growing. These 
forces have functions that enable them to play an 
increasingly important role in the international 
political arena. Nationalism in societal level can lead 
to disputes and conflicts between countries that 
cannot be solved by their respective governments, 
thereby compelling them to seek help from other 
sovereign governments. Given this possibility, 
governments of sovereign countries should cooperate 
and exercise rationality when dealing with 
nationalism, instead of instigating nationalism for 
their own selfish interest and to scapegoat other 
countries. Any government should formidably handle 
pre-existing nationalism to facilitate historical 
experience and address practical challenges. For 
example, the restrained and rational attitude of China 
toward Japan in the sovereignty dispute of Diaoyu 
Islands in 1990s was positively recognized by several 
analysts (Downs & Saunders, 1999). Will such a 
rational attitude of the government be fettered by the 
masses’ nationalistic fever due to the great economic 
achievement over the past two decades, or the ruling 
party’s legitimacy anxiety due to the economic 
downturn during recent years and the problems to 
come? Although the Chinese government spends 
considerable efforts to control forces of social 
movements, netizens, development of civil society 
and democratization in recent years (Law, 2012; 
2015), the country’s tighter engagement to 
globalization increased pressure on the government to 
domesticate these societal forces into a “birdcage”.  
Nationalism is a complicated issue also because of its 
paradoxical nature. In some countries, the 
government may gain domestic backup for her 
diplomatic initiative once nationalism is given the 
green light. In the other cases, such as in Sino-
Japanese territorial dispute, leaders should be warned 
that drummed-up grassroots nationalism might ties 
leaders’ hands for making concession (Gibler, 2014), 

especially it ought to note that both the Chinese and 
Japanese governments characterize their respective 
states as responsible upholders of international order 
and peace diplomacy in the region. In a Joint Japan-
China Public Opinion Poll conducted in 2014, 63.7% 
of Chinese respondents favored more forceful 
assertions of effective control in the Diaoyu Islands, 
in contrast to 22.7% of Japanese respondents 
(Pugliese, 2015). While Beijing leaders may be at 
high risk of being hands tied by grassroots 
nationalism, Tokyo’s leaders are also at the risk of 
getting lost in the limits and complications of top-
down push of reviving nationalism. Similar case is 
probably happens in the Philippines: it is possible to 
argue that the contents of nationalism has consistently 
eschewed democratic ideals. The nationalistic 
projects have been carried most forcefully by non-
democratic political current of the right or the left 
(Putzel, 2002). Once nationalism becomes appeased, 
unmanageable or even spoiled, radical political 
groups would use such an opportunity to kidnap the 
administration, might eventually result in conflicts or 
even wars between countries.  
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