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Two theories of contemporary international relations compete to explain state
behavior at the system level. Realist theories explain state behavior primarily in
terms of a country’s relative position in the international distribution of power.
The internal attributes of the country, such as political ideology, economic sys-
tem, or governmental institutions, are secondary. “State behavior” according to
Kenneth Waltz, the preeminent realist theorist, “varies more with differences of
power than differences of ideology, internal structure of property relations, or in
governmental form.”1 Constructivist theories explain state behavior at the sys-
tem level in terms of a country’s identity or relative position in “the inter-
subjective understandings and expectations that constitute �states’� conception
of self and other.”2 State identities determine whether countries see each other
as friends or foes and thus whether relative power differences between countries
are threatening or not.

These theories inform current analysis of international relations in Asia.
Henry Kissinger, a foremost practitioner of realist theory, interprets Asia’s fu-
ture largely in terms of the position and balancing of rival powers. “The rela-
tions of the principal Asian nations to each other,” he writes, “bear most of the
attributes of the European balance-of-power system of the nineteenth century.”
“China is on the road to superpower status.” “The other Asian nations are
likely to seek counterweights to an increasingly powerful China.” And “the



American role is the key to helping Japan and China coexist despite their sus-
picions of each other.”3 Iain Johnston, on the other hand, interprets Chinese
foreign policy behavior primarily in terms of its realpolitik strategic culture
(identity). This culture, “which generally places offensive strategies before
static defense and accommodations strategies,” drives Chinese foreign policy
whatever the external distribution of power may be. It “reflects a set of charac-
teristics of the external environment as dangerous, adversaries as threatening,
and conflict as zero-sum, in which the application of violence is ultimately re-
quired to deal with threats.”4 If this interpretation holds, balancing Chinese
power is not likely to facilitate coexistence, as Kissinger expects, but may actu-
ally intensify conflict as China maneuvers persistently to shift the balance of
power in its favor.

Realist theories, which argue that power positioning overrides cultural self-
identification, do not deal effectively with revisionist states (such as China, if
Johnston is correct) whose self-image rejects the status quo and seeks to maxi-
mize, not balance, power.5 On the other hand, constructivist theories, which
argue that national self-images drive foreign policy irrespective of external
power positions, do not deal adequately with performance or outcomes. Some
self-images work better in the “real world” than others. If self-images interpret
power, they may also misinterpret it.6 In the end, the Soviet Union’s self-image
as a communist state failed because it did not cope adequately with the explod-
ing power realities of the information age. China, as the last great communist
state, may fail for the same reason. Self-images motivate power, but they are also
subject to it. To evaluate outcomes, relative power remains a necessary exoge-
nous factor, not a wholly endogenous product of interpretation, as some con-
structivist approaches maintain.7

How might one compensate for the shortcomings of realist and constructivist
theories? This essay suggests combining the realist and constructivist variables
of power and identity (self-image) to explain present and potential patterns of
Asian politics at the systemic (or sub-systemic) level. Each variable becomes an
independent influence on outcomes at the system level.8 The distribution cap-
tures relative power differences (from equal/decentralized to unequal/central-
ized). The distribution of identity maps out threat perceptions based on differ-
ences among self-images (friendly vs. unfriendly). Juxtaposed, the two variables
define a scatter diagram of four basic models of international systems (or subsys-
tems, if one is looking only at the Asia-Pacific region). I call these models anar-
chic (decentralized/relatively equal power and unfriendly self-images), security
communities (decentralized/relatively equal power and friendly self-images), im-
perial (unequal power and unfriendly self-images), and hierarchical (central-
ized power and integrated self-images).

The anarchic model captures realist terrain in international politics. But se-
curity communities, imperial models, and hierarchical situations illustrate cir-
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cumstances that realism cannot account for (or, in the case of hierarchy, con-
signs to domestic politics alone). And, while constructivism claims to account
for all of these situations (whatever states make of the situation), it ignores the
constraints on collective dialogue imposed by power structures. As I note below,
the dialogue in a situation of imperial or unipolar power is likely to be differ-
ently constrained than a dialogue in an anarchic situation or within security
communities.

A particular international system (or subsystem) may exist anywhere on the
scatter diagram (see figure 6.1, below). The axes are continuous, not dichoto-
mous. At each point on the scatter diagram, the structural constraints of power
and identity vary, setting various limits on military, economic, and political be-
havior among actors within that system (or subsystem).9

The four models obtained by juxtaposing power and identity variables help
to solve a number of puzzles about contemporary and future Asian relations that
realism and constructivism alone cannot explain. Two such puzzles are the rel-
ative stability of great power politics in Asia and the low level of institutionaliza-
tion in the region compared to Europe.

Realism predicts only situations of anarchy. Because states balance not max-
imize power, they do not bandwagon and create imperial or unipolar situa-
tions.10 Similarly, they do not form security communities, even if they share
friendly self-images, because internal similarities cannot override external dif-
ferences in power positions.

Thus, in Asia, realism predicts that great powers will compete and balance
against one another. There should be considerable instability. In the near
term, Japan and the United States are the two principal and therefore com-
peting powers, and in the longer-term China will join the competition
against both Japan and the United States. In fact, however, Japan and the
United States are allied with one another and are strengthening their al-
liance to deal with threats in Asia beyond the borders of Japan (the new de-
fense guidelines). They exist in a security community in which intense eco-
nomic competition does not escalate readily into international military
threats or rivalries. In addition, the United States and Japan dwarf China in
military and economic power. They exercise imperial or unipolar power in
the region. These two factors—the security community between Japan and
the United States, and the unipolar power position of the United States and
Japan vis-à-vis China—contribute to greater stability in the region. Thus, an
approach combining identity and power predicts existing realities in Asia bet-
ter than realism can do by itself.

Constructivism tends to predict high levels of institutionalization among
states if state identities are cooperative and not competitive. Realism predicts
high levels of institutionalization (and hence specialization) if the distribution
of power is hierarchical. As all of the papers in this volume confirm, the level of
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institutionalization and multilateralism in the Asia-Pacific region is low com-
pared to that in Europe. Constructivism would have to account for this out-
come by arguing that identities in Asia are more competitive than those in Eu-
rope. Asia does include nondemocratic as well as democratic states and
multiple world religions, rather than the predominant Judeo-Christian religion
of Europe. Yet, historically, as Dave Kang suggests in this volume, Asia has ex-
perienced less competition and fewer wars than Europe (at least until Western
intrusion in the nineteenth century). Kang attributes this outcome to Chinese
imperialism (or the Chinese system) which emphasized formal hierarchy but
informal equality (as opposed to the emphasis in Europe on formal equality and
informal hierarchy). But Chinese imperialism in Asia does not equate with
higher levels of institutionalization.

Considering power and identity simultaneously helps to solve this puzzle.
Constructivism ignores the possibility that the distribution of power may exert
an independent influence on the construction of social identities.11 Yet social
identities in Asia have been constructed for the most part under an imperial
or unipolar distribution of power, with China having been the dominant
power for much of the past thousand years. This configuration of power did
not lead to higher levels of institutionalization, however, because China’s
identity emphasized a soft institutional system of tribute and deference, rather
than a hard institutional system of international organizations and specializa-
tion. China’s domestic institutions sufficed to order the realm. In Europe, by
contrast, the distribution of power was continuously anarchic, with only very
brief moments of imperial conquest. Under the circumstances, no one state
was able to impose its domestic institutions on the international realm and
higher levels of international institutionalization were required to coordinate
interstate affairs.

From the outset of the state system at Westphalia, European states de-
pended upon contractual and eventually legal institutions to guarantee and
protect their separate and independent identities. Although the anarchic dis-
tribution of power produced much instability, the competitive construction
of identities produced a corresponding codification of legal and organiza-
tional devices, which ensured the survival of separate and independent
states, despite repeated wars. Thus, levels of institutionalization in Asia and
Europe are functions of the configuration of both power and identity, not of
either one alone.

The rest of the essay divides into two parts. In the first part, I explore the ra-
tionale and empirical considerations involved in developing a structural
model of international politics that tracks simultaneously both identity and
power. In part two, I use the model to explain aspects of contemporary and fu-
ture interstate relations in Asia that realism and constructivism cannot or do
not explain as well.
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A STRUCTURAL MODEL OF POWER AND IDENTITY

S O C I A L C O N S E N S U S A N D T H E B A L A N C E
O F P O W E R

The history of the modern state system suggests that both material (realist) and
social (constructivist) factors have always combined at the structural level to de-
termine the character of state behavior. The balance of power system that
emerged in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries in Europe involved not just
a physical separation of territories and decentralization of power. It also involved
the social structure of sovereignty. The critical parameter of that system, as John
Ruggie points out, “was not who had how much power, but who could be desig-
nated as a power.”12 That designation came about through a shared understand-
ing that, although states projected diverging cultural and religious self-images,
they would not seek to impose their own culture (at the time, specifically their re-
ligion) within the territory of another state. This reciprocal recognition of state
sovereignty constrained the use of power. It did not eliminate war, but it did
make war illegitimate for the purpose of eradicating another state. In this sense,
the European system that emerged after 1500 was not imperial but anarchic.13

While the power structure of the European system has remained anarchic to
the present day, the social structure has gone through several changes.14 At the
end of the Napoleonic wars, the victorious powers—Great Britain, Prussia, Rus-
sia, and Austria—reinstituted the system of state sovereignty. Rather than elimi-
nate the defeated power, they restored the French monarchy. The great powers
also agreed to abstain from intervention in internal affairs and to accept a de-
fensive posture—to balance, not maximize, power—in external affairs. From
this point on, however, the social consensus unraveled. First, through the Holy
Alliance, Prussia, Russia, and Austria sought to legitimate intervention in the af-
fairs of another sovereign (e.g., Spain, Italy, Greece) to prevent the overthrow of
the monarchy (that is, to prevent a repetition of the French revolution that led
to the Napoleonic wars). This was too much for Great Britain whose domestic
politics was moving toward representative institutions. After Britain left the
Congress of Vienna system, Prince Metternich of Austria managed to moderate
the anti-revolutionary zeal of the Holy Alliance, especially that of the Russian
Czar. After Metternich’s death, Prussia, under Bismarck, posed a new challenge
to the conservative consensus. Bismarck believed it was legitimate to use force
offensively to unite independent states under the banner of their common Ger-
man culture. The great powers now splintered on the critical question of when
and for what purposes it was legitimate to use force in interstate affairs. The em-
pires (Russia and Austria-Hungary) sought to use force to conserve the monar-
chy, Germany to unite and protect a new autocratic nation, and Great Britain
and France to defend emerging liberal institutions.15
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Two world wars and then a cold war followed. Each of these contests was 
as much about the social basis for managing the balance of power as about the
balance of power itself. Was mutual respect of sovereignty compatible with 
Bismarck’s and then the Kaiser’s militant nationalism? Did mutual respect of
sovereignty extend to Hitler’s criminal regime engaged in genocide? Did peace-
ful coexistence imply the moral equivalence of totalitarian communist states
and liberal democracies? The cold war was not only about the social structure
that would govern the balance of power in Europe; it was also the first major
world conflict that was settled largely by a contest between competing values or
self-images rather than an actual test of military arms.16

In the wake of the cold war, a new social consensus has emerged among
the major industrial countries for managing the balance of power. As mature
democracies, these countries subject the legitimate use of force at home to
strict constitutional guarantees and appear to reciprocate the expectation that
they are not likely to use force in their external relations with one another.
The so-called democratic peace, while it is not fully understood by political
scientists, is nevertheless a powerful expression of contemporary reality.17 The
Atlantic democracies and Japan do not threaten one another with military
force and do not have any strategic plans to do so. Their behavior reflects a
pervasive consensus among democratic nations as to when and for what pur-
poses it is legitimate to use force within their individual societies as well as in
their relations with one another. In the limited area of human rights, this con-
sensus appears to go beyond democratic countries. Increasingly, all countries
accept the notion that it is illegitimate to use force domestically to torture or
otherwise abuse the person of each individual citizen. They also appear to ac-
cept the idea that international intervention is justified to protect these basic
human rights.18

D E F I N I N G I D E N T I T Y

How could we model the role of identity without slighting that of power? Iden-
tity is a very broad concept. It might refer to ethnicity, culture, religion, politics
or any number of other variables. The aspect of identity that appears to be most
crucial to international affairs, however, is the orientation countries take toward
the use of force. As Robert Powell demonstrates, the issue of the use of force es-
sentially separates realist and neoliberal theories of international relations.
“When . . . the use of force actually is at issue,” Powell writes, “cooperative out-
comes . . . cannot be supported,” and “this inability to cooperate is in accord
with the expectations of structural realism.” On the other hand, “if the use of
force is not at issue, . . . the results are more in accord with neoliberal institu-
tionalism.”19 Powell identifies the use of force as a constraint in the system aris-
ing from the nature of military technology and the cost of fighting. This con-
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straint also reflects a common evaluation among the states of the costs and ben-
efits of fighting and therefore a shared understanding among them affecting the
management of the balance of power.

We can break such a shared understanding or consensus down into the ori-
entation (or identity) of individual states toward the use of force. This orienta-
tion has both an internal and an external component. The internal aspect deals
with the conditions under which the state considers it legitimate to use force
against its own citizens. As Waltz tells us, a state or hierarchical actor is not de-
fined primarily by a monopoly on the use of force but by “a monopoly on the le-
gitimate use of force.”20 Internally, each state has an agreed set of rules that le-
gitimates or delegitimates the use of force within that society. These rules have
a substantive and a procedural dimension. The substantive dimension concerns
the rationale or grounds on which the use of force is legitimate—political ide-
ology (e.g., liberalism, communism, etc.), tradition (e.g., culture, religion, eth-
nicity, etc.), or charisma (heroic myths, cult of the leader, etc.).21 The proce-
dural dimension deals with the question of who makes the decision to use
legitimate force—a single ruler, an elite or oligarchy, or the people directly or
through representative institutions. One measure of internal identity, therefore,
may be a typology of regime types, graded in terms of the substantive and pro-
cedural mechanisms by which these regimes legitimate the use of force inter-
nally against their own citizens. Several data bases exist that provide such a ty-
pology of regime types. They make it possible to code the internal dimension of
a country’s identity and associate an empirical measure of legitimacy with each
empirical aggregate or pole of military (and economic) power in the interna-
tional system (or subsystem).22

The external aspect of a state’s orientation toward the use of force deals with
the conditions under which a state considers it legitimate to use force against
another state in the international system. Some states may consider it legitimate
to use force only for defensive purposes. These states are called status quo pow-
ers or “defensive positionalists.” 23 They do not seek offensive gain; they seek
only safety. They try to minimize the difference between their gains and the
gains of others, not to maximize this difference. Other states may consider it le-
gitimate to use force to achieve offensive gains. These states are called revision-
ist powers. They seek to maximize the difference between their gains and that of
others and to shift the relative distribution of power in their favor. By deposing
sovereigns in other states, Bismarck, as Kissinger details, signaled that he no
longer accepted the European status quo based on legitimate monarchical
states. Bismarck sought to revise the system to accommodate the unification of
smaller German states based on more aggressive nationalist principles.24 What
was not clear until World War I was whether other states could or would ac-
commodate the new Germany. Accommodating states fall somewhere between
offensive maximizers and defensive positionalists. They consider it legitimate to
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use offensive force for certain purposes but not ultimately to challenge a multi-
polar equilibrium.25

External and internal orientations toward the legitimate use of force may be
related. It would be unusual to expect a government that used force arbitrarily at
home against its own citizens to refrain in a principled way from the use of force
against citizens of other countries abroad.26 Conversely, democratic states ap-
pear to externalize the reluctance to use force at home in their relations with
other countries abroad, at least with other democracies. Not only are states in-
fluenced in their external behavior by internal self-images and practices, but
they also read the internal self-images of other states to give them a clue about
the external behavior of those states. As Thomas Risse-Kappen points out,
“threat perceptions do not emerge from a quasi-objective international power
structure, but actors infer external behavior from the values and norms govern-
ing the domestic political practices that shape the identities of their partners in
the international system.”27

Nevertheless, internal and external orientations of states toward the use of
force may also be independent of one another. Democratic states may not be
more peaceful in general than other states,28 and nondemocratic states have
formed peaceful alliances throughout history (such as the Holy Alliance from
1815–1850).

C O M B I N I N G I D E N T I T Y A N D P O W E R

Identity as defined above is obviously influenced by power. In the crudest cases,
power determines identity. Stalin remarked once to an associate, “whoever occu-
pies a territory also imposes on it his own social system.”29 On the other hand,
identity sometimes defies power and has significant consequences even when
power wins. A Lithuanian parliament guard commented when Soviet troops
threatened to storm that country’s parliament: “the intention is not to win, be-
cause we all know that is impossible. The intention is to die, but by doing so to
make sure Moscow can’t tell any lies as they did in 1940.”30 Power and identity
can and do act independently of one another. As Joe Nye writes, “politics is not
merely a struggle for physical power, but also a contest over legitimacy.”31 Some-
thing important about international relations is lost particularly in a setting in
which notions about the legitimate use of force differ (as they do among the
states of the Asian-Pacific region perhaps more so than among European states).

Figure 6.1 juxtaposes identity and power as two independent variables.32 The
distribution of power measures relative military capabilities along the y-axis.
The distribution of identity measures the differences among states toward the le-
gitimate use of military force along the x-axis. The x-axis in figure 6.1 is actually
a summation of differences along the two dimensions of a state’s orientation to-
ward the use of force—internal and external. It gives us a measure of the polar-
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ity among states in terms of the degree to which they threaten one another by
the rules they apply to legitimate the use of force (as distinguished from the ca-
pabilities they possess, which is measured by the y-axis). If these rules diverge
(right side of the figure), states manage power capabilities competitively; the
prospect of physical violence (anarchy) or political oppression (empire) is al-
ways present. If the rules converge (left side of the figure), hierarchies and secu-
rity communities emerge which regulate the use of force on the basis of com-
mon rules.

Because legitimacy has two dimensions (internal and external), convergence
can lead to more than one type of hierarchy or security community. Figure 6.2
illustrates various types of security communities. Security communities in area
A that involve only mature democratic, defensive-oriented republics severely
limit the legitimate use of force. For all practical purposes, this type of commu-
nity eliminates the competition for military power among members. The demo-
cratic peace prevails. Security communities in area C include some democra-
cies that are immature or oligarchic and offensive-minded. Relations in this
type of security community involve more instability and suspicion. Disputes

Identity and the Balance of Power in Asia 221

Relatively
Unequal
or 
Centralized 
Power

Relatively
Equal
or 
Decentralized 

Convergence

Hierarchy

Sector 1

Security

Community

Sector 3

Anarchy

Sector 4

Divergence

Empire

Sector 2

Identity

figure 6.1 Distribution of Identity and Power.



may escalate more easily to the level of military threat. One example is the 
tension that prevails between mature democratic states and younger, democra-
tizing states.33 Security communities in area B involve nondemocratic and 
defensive-minded states. This type of security community legitimates the use of
force more often than does a democratic security community. Force is used do-
mestically to repress the rights of a majority of the citizens and externally to as-
sist other members in suppressing internal revolts. The Holy Alliance among
Russia, Prussia, and Austria was such a community. Finally, security communi-
ties in area D include member states that are nondemocratic and offensive-
minded. Such states are mobilized authoritarian or totalitarian governments.
They sanction the most invasive and aggressive use of force. Although these
states still agree on the internal and external circumstances when it is legitimate
to use force (otherwise their relations would not constitute a security commu-
nity but a traditional alliance under anarchy), the use of force is so arbitrary and
unconstrained that such a community is hard to sustain. The troubled alliances
between fascist states before World War II (e.g., Germany and Italy) and com-
munist states after World War II (e.g., Sino-Soviet alliance) may be examples.

E X P E C T E D B E H AV I O R

Combining realist and constructivist variables at the structural level predicts a
different range of expected behavior than either realism or constructivism
alone.
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In sector 1 of figure 6.1, realism predicts hierarchy and specialized behavior.
Actors perform different functions and depend upon one another through inter-
dependent or integrated institutions.34 If identity is included in the analysis,
however, behavior may not be specialized. A totalitarian hierarchy, which rules
by fear of the use of force, elicits redundant (parallel) and segmented (compart-
mentalized), not specialized and integrated, behavior.35 A liberal hierarchy, on
the other hand, encourages specialized behavior through exchange-based polit-
ical and economic institutions.36 NATO and the former Warsaw Pact do not
strictly qualify as hierarchies. They do reflect similar structures of centralized
power in the areas of military command and control. Despite these similar ma-
terial structures, however, they display very different internal and external be-
havior patterns because the terms on which their hierarchical power is legiti-
mated are very different.37

Sector 2 of figure 6.1 predicts different behavior than we expect from realism.
As Michael Doyle points out, “imperialism’s foundation is not anarchy but
order, albeit an order imposed and strained.”38 There is a single center of power,
as in the case of hierarchy, but there is no single community or consensus on
the legitimate use of force.39 This imperial or unipolar structure predicts muted
military and economic competition because no state or combination of states is
capable of challenging the imperial power. Political competition replaces mili-
tary competition. Asian nations, for example, challenge U.S. and Western val-
ues, even while they rely on U.S. military forces for security against each other.
Economic relations center bilaterally on the imperial power. They are special-
ized but not integrated. The form of institutionalization depends upon the con-
tent of the rules by which the imperial state legitimates its power. A nondemo-
cratic imperial state may marginalize and exploit smaller states. A democratic
one may seek to develop and assimilate them. Examples in the case of U.S. im-
perial power are the international economic institutions (International Mone-
tary Fund, World Bank, and World Trade Organization) which project Amer-
ica’s soft power to promote liberal markets and transparent governments among
developing states.

Thus, in a situation of empire, the extent to which the imperial state threat-
ens other states is a function of identity not power. Threat depends, as Michael
Mastanduno shows, on whether the challenging states are status-quo, revision-
ist, or accommodating states and whether the imperial state can successively 
reassure, confront, and engage these states to perpetuate its dominance. As 
Mastanduno concludes, U.S. security practices in the unipolar, post–cold war
world can be better explained by balance of threat theory, which pays attention
to countries’ self-images, intentions and soft power, than by balance of power
theory, which focuses only on the distribution of capabilities.40

Security communities (sector 3 of figure 6.1) predict coordinated, not special-
ized or ordered, behavior.41 States apply the same rules to the use of force. If
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those rules severely restrict the use of force, as they do among mature democratic
countries, liberal institutions and trade replace military competition. Institutions
such as the European Union and Group-of-Seven (G-7) elevate economic rela-
tions and promote absolute economic gains as opposed to relative military
power. An apparent firewall separates economic from military competition.42 If
the rules sanction the frequent use of force, state institutions penetrate the soci-
ety and dominate economic markets as well as nongovernmental relations (i.e.
limit civil society). Economic rivalry escalates more easily to military rivalries.
This reasoning explains why security communities among nondemocratic states,
which sanction the more frequent use of force, tend to be less stable.

Sector 4 of figure 6.1 predicts highly competitive behavior in all areas—po-
litical (because rules of legitimacy diverge), military (because power is decen-
tralized), and economic (because competition is zero-sum). No state in this
situation can afford to specialize or coordinate, let alone subordinate, its be-
havior to that of other states. Temporary alliances, entered into warily and ex-
ited easily, are the dominant form of behavior observed in this context.43 This
box captures the realist situation of anarchy, but because states compete for
advantage as well as security, anarchy may be far more chaotic and dangerous
than realists predicted.44 Stability depends on state identities. If states are revi-
sionist, anarchy is highly unstable; if they are defensive, anarchy might be
quite peaceful.

THE MODEL APPLIED TO ASIA

T H E A S I A -PA C I F I C S U B S Y S T E M

What are the structural features of contemporary international relations in Asia
and how might they change in the future? Do structural features of identity and
power predict great-power relations in this region, principally relations among
China, Japan, and the United States, better than alternative models? For this
purpose, the Asia-Pacific region will be considered as an insulated or closed sub-
system. If necessary, this assumption can be amended to take into account the
behavior of the European Union and Russia, the other two major powers of the
global system.

Table 6.1 provides some basic indicators of the distribution of power and
identity in the Asia-Pacific sub-region and the global system overall. A look at
the three major Asian powers suggests several points. First, on the basis of mili-
tary expenditures as a percentage of GDP (columns 9 and 10), the United States
and China devote more of their annual resources to the use of force than Japan.
China and the United States are also the only declared nuclear powers in the re-
gion (column 11). Given its larger GDP, of course, the United States dwarfs
China in absolute military expenditures, as does Japan, even with its lower share
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of GDP devoted to defense. This is true even though China has sharply in-
creased its absolute military expenditures in recent years, as its GDP rose, while
the U.S. and Japan reduced their military spending. In absolute expenditures
the United States also dwarfs Japan (spending more than four times as much).
The distribution of military power, therefore, is skewed sharply in favor of the
United States. From a military power perspective, the United States is imperial,
with its principal rival—in terms of nuclear weapons and relative attention paid
to military matters—being China.

Second, the distribution of identity indicated in table 6.1 (columns 3 to 5)
magnifies the power rivalry between the United States and China. Indicators of
regime type provided by Freedom House and Polity III databases offer an em-
pirical measure of the latitude of countries to use force legitimately in internal
affairs. These indicators show the United States and China separated from one
another as far as the scales measure—1 being most free, 7 least free on the Free-
dom House scale; and 0 being least free, 10 most free on the Polity III scale. In
addition, Japan now lines up very closely with the United States, measuring the
same as the United States on the Polity III scale (number of 10) and only slightly
below the United States on the Freedom House scale (1 and 2 on political rights
and civil liberties respectively compared to 1 and 1). Japan’s numbers may over-
state the quality of democracy in Japan. As column 6 shows, Japan is a highly
homogeneous society with a strong propensity toward consensus and bureau-
cratic, as opposed to parliamentary, authority. Nevertheless, the distribution of
power and identity taken together suggests a very wide gap in the region be-
tween the United States and Japan, on the one hand, and China, on the other.
If we now consider the external aspects of identity—attitude toward the use of
force in external affairs—the gap widens still further. Japan is by constitution a
purely defensive-minded country. China maintains the right to use force offen-
sively if necessary to prevent the alienation of Taiwan.45 China’s neighbor and
communist friend, North Korea, also asserts the right to use force offensively to
attack South Korea. The United States maintains a security alliance with Japan
and a large military presence in the region. This presence is too far away from
U.S. territory to claim purely defensive purposes, as in the case of Japan’s forces.
Unlike the forces of China potentially arrayed against Taiwan or those of North
Korea aligned against South Korea, U.S. forces have no specific offensive inten-
tions. The U.S. attitude might be considered accommodating, intended to deter
the use of force for offensive purposes and to bring about a peaceful resolution
of territorial disputes in the region.46

A third feature of the Asian subsystem that emerges from Table 1 is the rela-
tively equal economic capabilities of the United States and Japan. In terms of
GDP (column 2), the two countries dwarf China and roughly approximate one
another.47 Compared to China, the two countries also have economic freedom
and social development ratings (columns 7 and 8)  that are roughly comparable.
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What this suggests is that the principal economic rivalry in the region is be-
tween the United States and Japan. These countries have comparable capabili-
ties and freer access to one another’s markets. China is a definite outlier in this
configuration.

The picture that emerges from the table is an Asian-Pacific system that sits in
the lower left-hand corner of sector 2 in figure 6.1. The structure of identity and
power is imperial. The United States dominates the region militarily. What is
more, the United States and Japan form a security community subsystem in the
region that dominates politically and economically. This security community (a
democratic one situated in area A of figure 6.2) mutes the use of force in do-
mestic affairs of both countries; eliminates active military competition in their
relations with one another; and underpins a security alliance that defends Japan
and possibly other areas of common interest in the region (the subject of cur-
rent defense guideline talks under the U.S.-Japan Security Treaty). The United
States and Japan compete economically, but a firewall prevents their economic
competition from escalating to military rivalry. Nevertheless, the level of eco-
nomic integration between the United States and Japan is lower (more bilateral
and sectoral) than U.S. ties in Europe. Trade tensions are also higher, reflecting
perhaps a wider gap in political culture (parliamentary versus bureaucratic) be-
tween the two countries.

Thus, the United States, alone or with Japan, has an imperial advantage over
China in both military and economic terms. Moreover, China, unlike Japan,
contests U.S. political identity. China rejects U.S. values of individual human
rights and the rule of law. Together with smaller Asian states, it touts Asian val-
ues—collective over individual rights, efficient over democratic government,
and personal over legal relations. China trades with the United States and
Japan, but this relationship is not well balanced or integrated. (The United
States and Japan have much less access to China’s market than China has to the
U.S. or Japanese market.)48 The firewall between economic and governmental
or military disputes is more porous as state-directed agencies play a larger role in
the Chinese economy. Political authoritarianism obscures the relationship be-
tween economic activities and military intentions.

A LT E R NA T I V E I N T E R P R E TA T I O N S

This portrait of contemporary Asian-Pacific relations from a perspective that
combines identity and power emphasizes different constraints on state behavior
than realism or constructivism. Realism expects the two preeminent, not oppos-
ing, powers in the region to balance against one another. Hence, Japan and the
United States should be competing against one another, not either one of them
or both against China. They should be competing both through internal politi-
cal and economic differentiation, and through external alignment with lesser
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powers in the region, such as China and the ASEAN grouping of Southeast
Asian nations.49 Constructivism highlights the social and cultural diversity of
the region and anticipates informal, pluralist institutions such as the ASEAN
Regional Forum (ARF) and the Asia-Pacific Economic Conference (APEC) to
foster higher levels of consensus and cooperation.50 By contrast, the present
analysis highlights neither the balance of power (anarchy) nor the emerging
arms control dialogue (security communities). It emphasizes instead imperial
structures of U.S. political and military dominance and U.S.-Japan economic
dominance.

Which portrait is more accurate? If realism holds, there should be clear signs
of growing military conflict between the United States and Japan. There are
growing political tensions, to be sure (see later discussion under the section on
Scenarios for Change). To date these tensions have not translated into military
differences. Quite the contrary, the U.S.-Japan security treaty, although ne-
glected after the fall of the Soviet Union, has if anything been strengthened re-
cently in the wake of Chinese threats in the Taiwan Straits and North Korea’s
missile firings and clandestine underground nuclear weapons activities.51 If
constructivism holds, regional economic and security dialogues should be pro-
gressing more rapidly than regional arms races or territorial disputes. While pre-
cise empirical comparisons are beyond the scope of this essay, the rapid increase
in arms expenditures in Asia since the 1980s, matched against the snail-like pace
and lowest-common-denominator approach of both ARF and APEC, seems to
argue against constructivist expectations.52

Realist and constructivist perspectives tap real developments in Asia. That
much is not disputed in this essay. But because these perspectives track only one
structural variable, they pull these developments out of context. Constructivist
perspectives that focus on arms control dialogues, for example, fail to link up
these dialogues with parallel dialogues that may be intensifying arms races. For
every moderating influence on armaments that Chinese negotiations in ARF
exert on top Beijing leadership, for example, there may be counter-influences
from Chinese defense officials pushing for higher arms expenditures and con-
cerned about relative military balances.53 Realism risks the opposite distortion.
It focuses primarily on arms races and discounts security dialogues that might
lead to greater trust.54 A more complete perspective would track both variables
simultaneously.

Imperial structures highlighted by the combined identity and power ap-
proach explain several outcomes that realist and constructivist perspectives do
not explain. First, imperial structures explain why military conflict in the Asia-
Pacific region is currently muted. Under the constraints of an imperial struc-
ture, the balance of military power is essentially uncontested. China’s military
moves in the Taiwan Straits and South China Sea do not challenge American
military preeminence directly, as would such moves against South Korea, Japan
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or the Philippines.55 The competition takes place primarily in political arenas.
In these arenas, China attacks U.S. hegemony ideologically, rejecting U.S.
views on human rights and challenging Western values more generally by
championing Asian values.

Second, imperial structures predict “ordered” economic relations centered
on the imperial power, as opposed to “coordinated” behavior through multilat-
eral institutions. Such structures explain stability in Asia despite low levels of in-
stitutionalization. Japan and the United States do not coordinate their trade
policies with China or ASEAN countries. Both give priority to bilateral con-
tacts. APEC seeks to change this pattern. But APEC operates on the convoy
principle, going only as fast as the slowest member does. Compared to the EU,
North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) or ASEAN, APEC is an ex-
tremely weak organization.

Third, as suggested earlier, a security community subsystem in Asia mutes
military conflicts between the United States and Japan (conflict which realism
expects). It is significant that, despite escalating trade and political tensions, the
firewall between economic and military threats in U.S.-Japan relations has not
been breached. Some studies trace this phenomenon to fundamental cultural
changes in Japan centered around “beliefs and values that make �the Japanese�

peculiarly reluctant to resort to the use of military force.”56 If this is so, it high-
lights the importance of tracking identity indicators as well as power rivalries.

Thus, the power and identity approach explains better recent stability in the
Asia-Pacific subsystem. It does so without the complacent expectations of con-
structivist perspectives (equating dialogue with cooperation) or the powder kegs
predictions of realist perspectives (expecting imminent military rivalry between
preeminent powers). Moreover, because it tracks both political convergence
and military conflict, the power and identity approach is better able to antici-
pate future changes in Asia-Pacific international relations.

S C E NA R I O S F O R C H A N G E

The structural model developed in this paper does not predict sources of
change. but given various scenarios for change, it can predict ranges of expected
outcomes. Some scenarios for change could build on and reinforce contempo-
rary stability in Asia. China could continue to liberalize internally, particularly
in economic areas. While the government would remain authoritarian, the
economy and society as a whole would become less vulnerable to arbitrary gov-
ernment intervention and more subject to the rule of law. This modest conver-
gence of China’s internal identity toward the United States and Japan might fa-
cilitate a marginal reduction of bilateral priorities and greater coordination of
policies through multilateral institutions in the region—trade and economic
ties in the Asia-Pacific Economic Conference (APEC) and World Trade Orga-

230 henry r.  nau



nization (WTO), and confidence-building military talks under the ASEAN Re-
gional Forum (ARF). Similarly, on the positive side, the United States and
Japan might continue to converge toward more compatible economic and trade
regimes. Trade imbalances may persist and competition intensifies, but the pos-
sibility that this competition would spill over into greater political tensions
would be diminished, not increased as in recent years. In short, the present im-
perial structure of power and identity would evolve toward a nascent security
community with features characteristic of the upper right hand corner of sector
3 in figure 6.1.57

However, the theoretical perspective provided by a combination of identity
and power would not lead one to expect that security community relations in
Asia will take the form of institutional specialization and integration found in
Europe. Because some important Asian countries remain nondemocratic, con-
vergence of identities will not be sufficient to support a liberal consensus facili-
tating specialization and integration. The countries in Europe that are moving
toward monetary and economic union sit on the far left hand side of the x-axis
in sector 3 of figure 6.1. They are all solidly democratic and endorse global eco-
nomic institutions and integration. If they succeed in federalizing, they may
move progressively up the y-axis toward a hierarchical structure of international
affairs in Europe (perhaps entering sector 1 at some point). The countries in
Asia, even under the optimistic scenario of convergence toward a security com-
munity, are not likely to move in the same direction. They will remain further to
the right of the x-axis and toward the top of the y-axis in sector 3, as identities re-
main more diverse and power more asymmetric in Asia than in Europe.

Even this limited security community scenario may be entirely too opti-
mistic for Asia, however. There are also important instabilities in the present sit-
uation. Two factors potentially pull the participants toward anarchy and the
more dangerous structural features of sector 4 in figure 6.1. The most important
is the military rivalry between the United States and China. If China continues
to expand its military capabilities and exhibits greater political tenacity in the re-
gion because it cares more about the issues (which are closer to home), and if
the United States gradually reduces its imperial military position in the region
(either physically, politically or both), the situation will drift toward an anarchic
structure of power and identity (sector 4 of figure 6.1). Japan will have to expand
its independent military capability, and a triangular balance of power may
emerge (which Henry Kissinger believes already exists or is soon inevitable—
see earlier text and note 3).58

A second source of instability in the region lies in economic and political
relations between the United States and Japan. Both Freedom House and
Polity III indicate that Japan falls well within the range of peaceful democra-
cies that appear to eschew the use of force or military threats in their relations
with one another.59 Nevertheless, there is persistent debate about how deep
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and mature Japanese democracy may be.60 If Japan fails to move forward to-
ward greater political pluralism, transparency, and accountability; it is con-
ceivable that current economic distrust between the two countries may grow.61

Trade issues will continue to become bitter political issues resolved through
contentious governmental negotiations rather than courts or multilateral dis-
pute settlement mechanisms. Inevitably, political friction will generate doubt
about security, and Japan may maneuver to attain a technological indepen-
dence that could at some point support an independent military policy.62 This
estrangement between the United States and Japan could change the charac-
ter of the security community between the two countries, creating fears that
one side might use its material advantages for offensive purposes (moving the
security community from area A to area C of figure 6.2). If political identities
diverged further, the structure of relations might revert back to anarchy (sector
4 of figure 6.1). Assuming Japan and the United States remained significantly
more powerful than China, the Asia-Pacific subsystem would become bipolar.
China, even with its lesser power, might play a crucial role as a “swing state,”
courted vigorously by both the United States and Japan. If the United States
withdrew, Japan might occupy an imperial position, at least for a while. Over
the longer-run, if China’s power grew, Japan and China might become the
principal bipolar rivals.

There is a prospect, assuming the United States withdraws and Japan re-
verts back to non-democratic policies at home, that Japan and China might
draw closer together, sharing certain Asian values and common authoritarian
ideas about the use of force at home and adopting defensive-minded attitudes
toward the use of force abroad. That would place Japan and China in area B
of figure 6.2, suggesting a kind of security community among nondemocratic
powers, analogous perhaps to the original Congress of Vienna in Europe.
This scenario captures the notion of the Asianization of regional politics—a
community of authoritarian governments content to accommodate one an-
other, particularly in rivalries against the United States or other outside pow-
ers.63 If Iain Johnston is right about China’s strategic culture, however, China
is unlikely to forego opportunities to use force offensively.64 Japan’s history of-
fers little optimism that it would be able to do so either.65 As we noted earlier,
unless states are status-quo-oriented, a balance of power is difficult to sustain
without early and usually system-wide (or at least subsystem-wide) military ri-
valries and conflicts.

An equally plausible prospect, therefore, is that China and Japan would
compete for imperial dominance. Driven by the internal need to establish so-
cial hierarchies (consistent with their nondemocratic identities) and the exter-
nal opportunity to exploit advantages, the two countries would clash with one
another, rather than accommodate differences. Anarchy would replace a non-
democratic security community.
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CONCLUSION

The theoretical framework in this paper based on the distribution of power and
identity—rather than on power or strategic culture alone—broadens our analyt-
ical tools for understanding the Asia-Pacific region. The cold war confrontation
between the United States and the Soviet Union effectively froze the distribu-
tion of identity in world affairs and conflated it with the distribution of power. In
these circumstances, two models—hierarchy and anarchy—sufficed and in-
deed offered considerable insight into world affairs.

In Asia, for example, the bipolar Soviet–American confrontation created al-
liances that had everything to do with power and little to do with political iden-
tity among the countries involved. To combat the Soviet Union, the United
States established a standing military alliance with Japan, an industrial county
that had no significant democratic tradition (compared even with Germany,
for example, whose people experienced the revolution of 1848 and the Weimar
Republic). Subsequently, the United States allied with China against the So-
viet Union. At the time China was a totalitarian and violent communist coun-
try convulsed in the Cultural Revolution. Balance of power considerations dic-
tated such relationships irrespective of political identities. On the other hand,
within the U.S.-Japan (and U.S-European) alliance, the hierarchical model
enlightened thinking and practice. A division of labor was established. The
United States assumed primary responsibility for security, while Japan com-
mitted itself to democratic reforms and economic reconstruction.66 Similar un-
derstandings, but with an emphasis primarily on economic reconstruction,
drove U.S. alliance relationships with South Korea, the Philippines and, less
formally, Taiwan.

With the end of the cold war, thinking remained locked in these realist
manacles. The United States, it was argued, had two choices—to confront and
contain China in a new balance of power struggle between democratic and
communist states, or to engage China and try to integrate it into hierarchical
alliance institutions modeled after the integrated military and economic insti-
tutions of NATO and the European Union. To contain China, the United
States would strengthen and integrate security alliances with Japan, South
Korea, and other Asian states. To engage China the United States would pro-
mote free trade and potentially common-market-type arrangements within
APEC and the WTO, as well as Helsinki-like arms control and human rights
discussions in ARF.

The collapse of the Soviet Union, however, unfroze the identity variable in
international affairs. The distribution of identity in the system between commu-
nism and democracy, which gave bipolarity its peculiar intensity and danger, no
longer coincided with the distribution of power.67 Although American power
declined, the United States became part of a wider association of democratic
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states. And although the Soviet Union retained its military, especially nuclear,
capabilities, it disintegrated into fifteen separate political identities.

Identity factors open up two additional models for thinking about interna-
tional and particularly Asian-Pacific politics. Because the United States, Japan,
and other countries in the region (South Korea, Philippines, the other Chinese
political system in Hong Kong, and possibly Taiwan) have converging political
identities, they compete in ways that mitigate, if not eliminate, military rivalries
among them. They live in a democratic security community, rather than a mul-
tipolar balance of power, and resolve competitive issues largely through eco-
nomic and legal means. Simultaneously, however, these countries face signifi-
cant internal and external differences vis-à-vis China. Because their military
power is preeminent, however, these differences play out more in political and
diplomatic terms—human rights, skirmishing over the Taiwan issue, diplomatic
maneuvering to deal with North Korea, etc.—than head-on military crises. This
imperial system, supplemented by a security community subsystem, is much
more stable than a traditional anarchic balance of power. It could achieve even
greater stability if the United States remains engaged in the region, China con-
tinues to liberalize economically, and the United States and its partners do not
expect the levels of specialization and integration that characterize Atlantic 
institutions. On the other hand, the imperial system may also pull apart. The
current relatively stable system might give way to a more fluid, triangular 
traditional-style balance of power politics among the United States, China, and
Japan, or, if the United States withdraws, a competition for imperial power be-
tween China and Japan.
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