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In my article entitled
“Getting Asia Wrong,” I make two major arguments.1 First, European-derived
theories in general and realist theories in particular frequently have difªculty
explaining Asian international relations. Second, international relations schol-
ars need to be as careful about issues of empirical testing and theoretical rigor
when studying Asia as they are when studying Europe. In a reply to my arti-
cle, Amitav Acharya agrees with both of these claims while also critiquing my
essay in arguing that shared norms and institutional linkages mitigate rivalry
in Asia and that I am a historical determinist. Acharya, however, has misun-
derstood both international relations theory and the role of history. His re-
sponse to my article provides me with an opportunity to clarify and brieºy
expand on the major themes in “Getting Asia Wrong.”

As Acharya’s reply exempliªes, most scholars not only dismiss the notion
that the Asian experience might force a rethinking or modiªcation of Euro-
pean-derived theories, but they also pay little attention to the historical Asian
international system. Acharya writes, “Contrary to Kang’s argument, Asia’s
future will not resemble its past” (p. 150). Acharya, however, has misunder-
stood my argument: To study the role of history is hardly to predict that it will
replicate itself in the future. My main point is that there are good reasons to
think that Asian states may not function like European states and that the
study of Asia must begin with a discussion of some of Asia’s empirical anoma-
lies and what might explain them. Acharya seems to argue that the only goal
to which scholars who study Asia can aspire is to unquestioningly apply exist-
ing theory. In contrast, my goal is to expand international relations theory so
that scholars can better identify factors that help to explain regional and tem-
poral differences in how states think about and achieve security and how they
conduct their international relations.
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In this reply I make three points. First, I show that Acharya’s assertion that I
am claiming an exceptional role for Asia is unfounded; I also show that rigor-
ous social science demands that scholars be open to the possibility that evi-
dence may force theoretical modiªcations. Second, I demonstrate that the
study of hierarchy is a well-developed branch of international relations theory,
and I explain why balancing should not be the default hypothesis in interna-
tional relations. Third, I examine Asia’s empirical record to illustrate the im-
portance of an increased focus on Asian history for the ªeld of international
relations; in addition, I enumerate several current empirical anomalies that
scholars need to address given the challenge that these pose to conventional
theoretical explanations of Asian international relations.

Theory Building and Theory Testing across Regions

International relations scholars must take seriously the possibility that differ-
ent regions of the world might indeed be different. Relatedly, critiques of this
claim as somehow fundamentally exceptionalist misunderstand the nature of
scholarly inquiry. It is good social science to be open to the possibility that
evidence may not ªt a theory, just as it is possible to note difference without
resorting to caricature—a trap into which Acharya falls when criticizing some
of my assertions as having an “exceptionalist ring” (p. 162). An example of
how progressive research might occur is perhaps best demonstrated through a
comparison of scholarship on Asian development with scholarship on Asian
international relations. According to a number of criteria—theoretical sophisti-
cation, attention to the empirical record, and impact on the wider ªeld of social
science—the study of Asian international relations lags far behind. A brief re-
view of the intellectual history of Asia conªrms this observation.

Beginning in the late 1970s, scholars of Asian development challenged their
colleagues in the ªelds of economics, political science, and sociology to move
beyond the long-standing dichotomy between a neoclassical free market and a
centrally planned economy in their study of economic development. Chalmers
Johnson, for example, was particularly forceful when arguing that Japan’s eco-
nomic growth ªt into neither category.2 And as Stephan Haggard has written,
“Spearheaded by scholars outside the mainstream of North American econom-
ics, this work began by underlining empirical anomalies: the myriad ways in
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which the East Asian cases failed to conform to the neoclassical view.”3 In the
1980s, as Japan’s economic rise continued, and South Korea and Taiwan be-
came successful developers (i.e., newly industrialized countries, or NICs), the
debate over the explanation for their success intensiªed.

The dependent variable in all three cases was startlingly clear: Each was ex-
periencing economic development that was historically unprecedented by
world standards in both its pace and its depth.4 The issue was how to explain
this growth. The debate began by focusing on whether state intervention was
central to the NICs’ economic success—the “state versus the market” debate.5

In surprisingly little time, it became obvious that the common variable was ex-
tensive government intervention into the market. This ªnding made clear the
need to recast the standard debate between the virtues of a neoclassical free
market versus a centrally planned economy.

Twenty years later, the study of Asian development and the high theoretical
standards that this scholarship has established have forced scholars to face a
myriad of new ideas and issues. The concept of a “developmental state” has
become part of the canon in political economy.6 New developments in micro-
economics, sociology, and anthropology have underscored the role of institu-
tions in East Asia’s economic performance. Scholars no longer view markets as
the frictionless intersection of supply and demand curves. Instead markets are
being reinterpreted as complexes of principal-agent relationships in which
problems of imperfect and asymmetric information, contracting, and credibil-
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ity are ubiquitous.7 The smooth functioning of markets requires more than get-
ting policies, incentives, and prices right. Also needed are public and private
institutions that facilitate market exchange—from the legal system and a clear
delineation of property rights, to the public provision of information, to infor-
mal institutions that build trust.8 Scholars continue to probe the relationship
between development and politics, corruption, the international system, and
the role of history.9 As Haggard writes, “In the 1990s, intellectual develop-
ments . . . provided earlier insights on government intervention with micro-
foundations that made them legitimate to the economics profession.”10

The continuing debate over Asian development has generated more than its
share of controversy.11 Almost nowhere in this debate, however, do arguments
about whether or not Asia is “exceptional” play a role, and most scholars take
Asia’s empirical realities on their own terms. They pay close attention to mea-
suring the independent and dependent variables, and they are open to the po-
tential ramiªcations of their ªndings for social science theory. Exploring how
institutions affect markets, and in particular the impact of Asian governments
and the organization of Asian business on economic growth, is an ongoing
process that involves careful attention to both theory and evidence. By com-
parison, the study of Asian international relations is still in its initial stages.
But if scholars in the ªeld of political economy can do it, so too can scholars in
the ªeld of international relations.

International Security 28:3 168

7. Dani Rodrik, “Getting Interventions Right: How South Korea and Taiwan Grew Rich,” Economic
Policy, No. 20 (April 1995), pp. 141–193; Masahiko Aoki, Information, Incentives, and Bargaining in the
Japanese Economy (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1988); Joseph E. Stiglitz and Marylou
Uy, “Financial Markets, Public Policy, and the East Asian Miracle,” World Bank Research Observer,
Vol. 11, No. 2 (November 1996), pp. 249–276; and World Bank, The East Asian Miracle: Economic
Growth and Public Policy (New York: Oxford University Press, 1993).
8. David C. Kang, “Transaction Costs and Crony Capitalism in East Asia,” Comparative Politics,
Vol. 35, No. 4 (July 2003), pp. 439–459; Andrew MacIntyre, “Institutions and Investors: The Politics
of the Economic Crisis in Southeast Asia,” International Organization, Vol. 55, No. 1 (Winter 2001),
pp. 81–122; and Michael Ross, “Indonesia’s Puzzling Crisis,” University of California at Los An-
geles, 2003.
9. David C. Kang, Crony Capitalism: Corruption and Development in South Korea and the Philippines
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002); Richard Doner, Bryan Ritchie, and Daniel Slater,
“System Vulnerability and the Origins of Developmental States: Northeast and Southeast Asia in
Comparative Perspective,” Emory University, 2003; and Mushtaq H. Khan and K.S. Jomo, Rents,
Rent-seeking, and Economic Development: Theory and Evidence in Asia (New York: Cambridge Univer-
sity Press, 2000).
10. Haggard, “Institutions and Growth in East Asia,” p. 14.
11. One such controversy is over total factory productivity. See Krugman, “The Myth of Asia’s
Miracle”; and Dani Rodrik, “Coordination Failures and Government Policy: A Model with Appli-
cations to East Asia and Eastern Europe,” Journal of International Economics, Vol. 40, Nos. 1–2 (Feb-
ruary 1996), pp. 1–22.



Hierarchy and Balancing in International Relations

In my article, I question whether Asian international relations will be hierar-
chic or whether a regional balance of power is more likely. In addition, I criti-
cize scholars who automatically assume that balancing will result. Scholars
have no reason to think that balancing behavior is homogeneously distributed
across regions, and that because it occurred in Europe, it will in Asia as well.
The issue for Asian international relations is not a theoretical one about
whether hierarchy could exist, but rather an empirical one: Does the evidence
show balancing or bandwagoning behavior in Asia?

Acharya writes that “Kang’s notion of hierarchy is not grounded in the
available theoretical literature” (p. 154). In making this claim, however,
Acharya overlooks at least two well-established schools that examine various
forms of hierarchy and bandwagoning.12 The hegemonic stability school,
which emphasizes the beneªcial impact that a dominant power can have on
less powerful states, is a prime example. Another is the preponderance of
power school, which argues that an unequal distribution of power in the inter-
national system is more stable than an equal distribution of power.13 In addi-
tion, some scholars have explored ways in which the United States can restrain
its own overweening power to “mitigate fears of domination and abandon-
ment” among secondary states in the system.14 In contrast, Acharya falls into
the trap of assuming that balancing is the default hypothesis in international
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relations theory. However, as Robert Powell concludes, “Whether states bal-
ance, bandwagon, or stand aside while others ªght depends in a complicated
way on many different factors. . . . when these factors are taken into account,
states usually bandwagon.”15

The balancing proposition that grows out of this literature—Kenneth Waltz’s
conªdent assertion that “hegemony leads to balance” and has done so
“through all of the centuries we can contemplate”16—is alive and well. And as
Stuart Kaufman and William Wohlforth note, “Criticism of Waltz concerns
mainly his theoretical explanation for recurrent balances, not the phenomenon
itself.”17 This essay is too short for a full theoretical elaboration of hierarchy
and how it existed in the historical Asian context. Instead, the remainder of
this section aims to show that the theoretical ediªce constructed by Waltz is
badly in need of repair.

In Theory of International Politics, Waltz claims that anarchic and hierarchic
orders are two ends of a spectrum and that international relations is anarchic.
Hence, Waltz deªnes hierarchy as the opposite of anarchy; in this world, hier-
archy and anarchy cannot coexist. The dominant prediction that arises from
this formulation is that balances occur. Further, Waltz restricts his locus of in-
quiry to the great powers, deªning away the tremendous diversity that exists
within the international system and thus making his theory ªt his evidence.

In recent years, however, some international relations scholars have increas-
ingly begun to challenge the balancing hypothesis. If twenty years ago the con-
ventional wisdom was that balancing was a universal law of international
relations, there is now considerable evidence from outside the European con-
text—including ancient Assyria, medieval Asia, India, and Latin America—
that in systems consisting of one major power, the secondary states often do
not balance against it. In one recent project, for example, scholars found that
stable hierarchies are at least as common as balancing or empire.18 And as
Wohlforth and Kaufman point out, “Core propositions from many theories
concerning balance and hierarchy fall ºat when confronted with evidence from
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systems other than those comprised of the European states and their contem-
porary descendents.”19 Scholars are beginning to explore the theoretical under-
pinnings of international systems much more broadly than before.20

In developing the balance of power thesis, Waltz understandably focused on
“a few big things,” and in particular on the bipolar confrontation between the
United States and the Soviet Union and the potential for nuclear holocaust. At
the time, Waltz argued, “The theory of international politics is written in terms
of the great powers of an era. It would be . . . ridiculous to construct a theory of
international politics based on Malaysia and Costa Rica. . . . A general theory of
international politics is necessarily based on the great powers.”21 Even within a
Waltzian world, however, small and medium powers do exist. This is not to ar-
gue for inclusion into his theory of variables such as ideology, nonstate actors,
or international institutions, but rather to acknowledge that in accepting the
nation-state as the unit of analysis, one must allow for the role of small nation-
states. For Waltz, the great powers are all that matter, so again he has chosen a
set of cases that ªt his theory.

In explaining his dependent variable—Cold War stability between two nu-
clear superpowers—Waltz was correct to restrict his focus to the great powers.
Small powers did not matter in the global struggle between the United States
and the Soviet Union. A theory designed to explain the Cold War, however,
may not explain why Asian states are not necessarily balancing China in the
same way that the United States balanced the Soviet Union. Because the world
is no longer made up of two superpowers and all the rest, scholars who want
to explore other international systems or alternative reasons for state behavior
need to move away from Waltz’s truncated deªnition of which countries mat-
ter and how anarchy interacts with hierarchy. If Thailand can start a global eco-
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nomic crisis, and if war in Afghanistan or Taiwan could have a direct impact
on the United States, perhaps we should consider incorporating such countries
and situations into our theories.

Indeed, even Waltz allows for the possibility that balancing may not occur,
although he merely asserts this, rather than providing a theory to help explain
it. In Theory of International Politics, Waltz’s escape clause was to argue that
“secondary states, if they are free to choose, ºock to the weaker side.”22 But
this admission is hardly sufªcient. Nor is his implicit dismissal of hierarchy ac-
ceptable. Is Waltz suggesting that in a system with one dominant state, second-
ary states without a balancing option have no choice but to acquiesce and
accommodate? Is this not hierarchy?

Sometimes states bandwagon. The issue is not nation-states themselves, but
rather the international distribution of power and capabilities. Already schol-
ars know that small powers do not necessarily balance. If there is one domi-
nant power, even other great powers may not balance, seeing it in their
interests to accommodate the status quo.23 Bandwagoning—or at least acquies-
cence to the status quo—by secondary states is a central feature of hierarchy.24

In contrast to realist predictions that secondary states will be fearful of and bal-
ance against the dominant state, in hierarchy the secondary states ºock to its
side with a view toward gaining beneªts.25 This behavior is consistent with
Randall Schweller’s distinction between balancing for security and band-
wagoning for proªt.26

One response from realists is that differential power does not constitute a hi-
erarchy and that the existence of balancing or bandwagoning behavior proves
nothing.27 They argue that just because some states are weaker does not mean
that they will not strive to maintain their independence, which the great pow-
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ers are largely able to achieve. If realism cannot predict state behavior, then
realists ought to admit as much. Instead, they continue to predict over-
whelmingly that states will balance in the face of predominant power. On the
other hand, if balancing and bandwagoning are not predictions that derive
from a Waltzian approach, then that only buttresses my point that scholars
need to be more careful in explaining Asian state behavior.

Scholarship that ignores Asian states’ history and the role of preferences in
favor of a purely structural formulation of international relations also ignores
many of the theoretical advances of the past decade by individuals such as
Robert Powell and James Fearon, among others.28 The most sophisticated theo-
retical treatments of deterrence, spiral models, and power transitions contend
that understanding preferences is vital for drawing any conclusions about
state behavior. As Haggard notes, “In the absence of information on actors’
preferences or a clear sense of the nature of the strategic interaction in ques-
tion, we are unlikely to generate defensible expectations about state behavior
or the propensity for conºict.”29

In sum, the notion of hierarchy is well established in the international
relations literature, and balancing should not be the default hypothesis in in-
ternational relations theory. Balancing is the expected outcome under certain
conditions (i.e., when there is a small number of great powers). Hierarchy and
bandwagoning are the expected outcomes when one state is dominant in the
system. The question then is, What is happening in Asia?

Empirical Anomalies and Historical Asia

In addition to opening theoretical space for consideration of alternative expla-
nations of Asian international relations, scholars should consider more care-
fully the empirical record of Asian states, including both the historical origins
of the Asian international system and present-day empirical anomalies.30 One
can list dozens of books in the political science mainstream literature that deal
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with pre-1945 Europe.31 In contrast, there are only two widely read works of
political science that deal with pre-1945 Asia.32

The ªeld of international relations tends to treat the contemporary Asian
system as if it emerged fully formed from nothingness in the post–World War
II, postcolonial era. But many Asian countries have been geographically
deªned, centrally administered states for far longer than those in Europe. To
ignore the evolution of these states is at best an oversight; at worst, it reveals
an unwillingness to engage Asia directly. This is especially puzzling given the
huge amount of attention that international relations scholars have paid to the
historical roots of the European system. If such scholars were dismissive of all
history, at least that would be consistent. But ignoring Asian history while
studying European history in essence biases their conclusions in favor of the
European experience.

Acharya’s article critiques my brief overview of Asian history in “Getting
Asia Wrong,” yet his discussion of Asia’s historical record relies almost exclu-
sively on a 1968 volume edited by John Fairbank.33 There has been a tremen-
dous amount of historical scholarship in the intervening thirty-ªve years.34

Below I brieºy expand my argument to consider (1) whether other states ac-
commodated to China in the past, and (2) the existence of hierarchy in Asian
international relations historically.

First, accommodation of China was the norm in East Asia during the Ming
(1368–1644) and Qing (1644–1911) eras. This did not, however, involve a
signiªcant loss of national independence, as nearby states were largely free to
conduct their domestic and foreign policy independent of China. Regarding
the Vietnamese Le dynasty (1427–1787), for example, David Marr writes, “This
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reality [China’s overwhelming size], together with sincere cultural admiration,
led Vietnam’s rulers to accept the tributary system. Providing China did not
meddle in Vietnam’s internal affairs. . . . Vietnamese monarchs were quite will-
ing to declare themselves vassals of the Celestial Emperor. The subtlety of this
relationship was evident from the way in which Vietnamese monarchs styled
themselves ‘king’ (vuong) when communicating with China’s rulers, but ‘em-
peror’ (hoang de) when addressing their own subjects or sending messages to
other Southeast Asian rulers.”35

Japan also worked within the Chinese-dominated international system. To
eliminate the insecurity caused by fear of a Chinese invasion, the Ashikaga
Shogunate (1333–1573) sought investiture by the Ming emperor. Kawazoe
Shoji writes, “Japan had to become part of the Ming tribute system and thus
cease to be the ‘orphan’ of East Asia. For centuries the Japanese had feared at-
tack by the Silla (Korea), and the Mongol invasions had provided real grounds
for fearing a Ming attack.”36 Even the Tokugawa shogunate (1600–1868) recog-
nized China’s centrality and Japanese-Korean relations as equal. According to
Key-huik Kim, “The Tokugawa rulers tacitly acknowledged Chinese suprem-
acy and cultural leadership in the East Asian world. . . . though Tokugawa Ja-
pan maintained no formal ties with China . . . for all intents and purposes it
was as much a part of the Chinese world as Ashikaga Japan had been.”37

Thus, Asian states of varying size and technological capability existed in an
international system based on rules and norms that revolved around China.
From Japan to Siam, and for more than six centuries, this system functioned in
essentially the same manner.

Second, although economic relations in historical Asia were as vibrant as
those in Europe, conºict was notably rare. Centuries separated major interstate
conºict in Asia, which tended to occur when order within the central power
had begun to break down. As Chinese dynasties began to decay, conºict along
and among the peripheral states would ºare up, as the central power turned
its attention inward. Thus in 1274 and 1281, as the Sung and Chin dynasties
were crumbling, the Mongols under Kublai Khan tried unsuccessfully to con-
quer Korea and Japan.38 Centuries later, as the Ming dynasty began to weaken,
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the Japanese general Hideyoshi twice attempted to invade China through Ko-
rea (in 1592 and 1598). With the restoration of order in China, however, conºict
among the peripheral states ceased, and intraregional relations remained rela-
tively peaceful for several hundred years. The dominant power had no need to
ªght, and the secondary powers had no desire to ªght.

This is not to say that conºict in Asia was totally absent, but rather that
interstate war was much less common than it was in Europe. Pirates, no-
mads, and other nonstate actors existed in the historical Asian system, just as
Barbary Coast pirates and similarly powerful actors could be found in Europe.
The Chinese, for instance, engaged in long-running border battles with the
Mongols to the north, at times employing as many as 500,000 troops in an
effort to secure this front.39

That Asian international relations do not conform to the classical European
balancing model has been empirically validated by research that examines the
origins of war over the past 150 years. Scott Bennett and Allan Stam subjected
the European model to empirical testing across regions and time and found
that although it works well in Europe, “signiªcant differences in preferences
for conºict exist across regions.” They also found “no support for the argu-
ment that [Asian] behavior will converge on that of Europe. In fact, all of the
regions outside of Europe appear to diverge from the European pattern [of
classical balance of power].”40

There are at least six empirical anomalies in contemporary Asian interna-
tional relations that realist interpretations cannot explain. First, the main em-
pirical anomaly, and the main problem with a theoretical view based on
realism, is the focus of attention on the most powerful countries. For Asia, the
biggest threats arise not from the most powerful country (the United States) or
even the second most powerful country (Japan), but rather from the region’s
smallest and weakest states (Taiwan and North Korea, respectively).41 This
anomaly cannot be explained without ªrst understanding these states’ inter-
ests and the nature of their interactions with other countries.42 Writing about
different behavior across regions, Bennett and Stam note “It is not that the
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actors are not rational, even though a universal model may fail. Rather, they
simply are not playing the same game with the same preferences.”43

A second empirical anomaly concerns the thorny issue of Taiwanese sover-
eignty.44 Taiwan is not recognized as a sovereign state, yet many international
relations scholars treat it like one because it acts like one. This not only does
the ªeld of international relations a disservice, but it is also logically inconsis-
tent with the Westphalian view that formal recognition is paramount. Al-
though Acharya argues that China uses Westphalian concepts, Chinese
scholars point out that when discussing Taiwan, Chinese know exactly when
they want to use English words and meanings and when they want to use Chi-
nese words and meanings, and so do the Taiwanese.45 Scholars need to con-
front such realities, especially because of their such ramiªcations for both
China and Taiwan.46

A third anomaly is the remarkable staying power of Asia’s three Leninist
states: China, Vietnam, and North Korea have survived despite the collapse of
the European communist bloc more than a decade ago. Although China and
Vietnam (and, to a lesser extent, North Korea) have engaged in some economic
reforms, they remain authoritarian political regimes.47 It also bears mention
that all three are products of anti-Western, anticolonial movements. North Ko-
rea, in particular, has survived much longer than almost anyone predicted.48

Although minuscule compared with any of its neighbors, North Korea is the
country most likely to be at the center of conºict in Northeast Asia.49

Hierarchy, Balancing, and Empirical Puzzles 177

43. Bennett and Stam, The Behavioral Origins of War, p. 174.
44. Aihwa Ong, “The Chinese Axis: Zoning Technologies and the Logic of Exception in Variegated
Sovereignty,” paper prepared for the conference “Peace, Development, and Regionalization in East
Asia”; and Andreas Osiander, “Sovereignty, International Relations, and the Westphalian Myth,”
International Organization, Vol. 55, No. 2 (Winter 2001), pp. 251–287.
45. Personal communication from Peter Katzenstein, September 29, 2003. See also Yun-han Chu,
“Taiwan’s Security Dilemma: Military Rivalry, Economic Dependence, and the Struggle over Na-
tional Identity,” paper prepared for the conference “Peace, Development, and Regionalization in
East Asia.”
46. Shelley Rigger, “Competing Conceptions of Taiwan’s Identity,” in Suisheng Zhao, ed., Across
the Taiwan Strait: Mainland China, Taiwan, and the 1995–1996 Crisis (New York: Routledge, 1997);
Christopher Hughes, Taiwan and Chinese Nationalism: National Identity and Status in International So-
ciety (New York: Routledge, 1997); and Gary Klintworth, New Taiwan, New China: Taiwan’s Changing
Role in the Asia-Paciªc Region (New York: St. Martin’s, 1995).
47. On North Korean economic reforms, see David C. Kang, “The Avoidable Crisis in North Ko-
rea,” Orbis, Vol. 47, No. 3 (Summer 2003), pp. 495–510.
48. Several years ago, I predicted that North Korea would survive into the foreseeable future. Da-
vid C. Kang, “Rolling with the Punches: North Korea and Cuba during the 1980s,” Journal of East
Asian Affairs, Vol. 8, No. 1 (Winter 1994), pp. 18–55.
49. Victor D. Cha and David C. Kang, Nuclear North Korea: A Debate on Engagement Strategies (New
York: Columbia University Press, 2003).



A fourth anomaly concerns the attitude of South Korea and Japan to the Tai-
wan-China conºict. A realist would argue that both countries should have
much to fear from an aggressive China, and hence they should be eager to help
the United States and Taiwan contain it, either through more active measures
today or through promises to come to Taiwan’s aid in the event of a Chinese at-
tack. A liberal would assert that, as democracies, South Korea and Japan
should be eager to defend democratic Taiwan against authoritarian China. Yet
because of their perception of the Taiwan-China issue as more of an internal
than an international matter, both countries have shown a reluctance to get
involved.

A ªfth anomaly involves the ejection of U.S. bases from the Philippines after
the Cold War. Given the tremendous security beneªts that the Philippines en-
joys as a member of the U.S. alliance system in Asia, why would it take such a
seemingly self-defeating action?50 The standard realist explanation is that it
reºected a surge in Filipino nationalism—an explanation that seems rather
exceptionalist. As Yuen Foong Khong writes, “By 1989 it became obvious that
the negotiations had become entangled with a ªerce domestic political debate
within the Philippines. The surge in Filipino nationalism derailed the negotia-
tions.”51 Realists, however, cannot so easily attribute the ouster of the U.S.
bases to domestic politics. A more likely explanation is that the Philippines
does not view China as the threat that realists believe it should.

Sixth, despite seemingly every reason to be fully incorporated into the U.S.
alliance system, South Korea clearly has a different perspective on the role of
the United States in Northeast Asia.52 The idea that Seoul might not want to
continue its close alliance with Washington was unthinkable even two years
ago. But a resurgent Left in South Korea, combined with worries that the
United States—not North Korea—is the destabilizing force in the the region
has led many in South Korea to view the U.S. presence with some alarm. This
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has caused much consternation in Washington, which is beginning to take the
threat to the alliance more seriously. Chung-min Lee writes, “For the ªrst time
since the bilateral alliance [with the United States] was forged more than a
half-century ago, more Koreans are at least entertaining the specter of closer
political, security, and economic ties with China.”53 There are deep divisions in
South Korea concerning the utility of a continued alliance with the United
States, U.S. policy toward North Korea, and South Korea’s relations with the
other powers in the region.54 Although differences over how to deal with
North Korea are nothing new, in the past these differences were often tactical,
resolved in large part because of the common perception that North Korea rep-
resented a serious security threat. In recent years, however, South Korean and
U.S. security perceptions have begun to signiªcantly diverge.

Instead of addressing such anomalies, Acharya chose to emphasize two
other arguments: ªrst, that India is a signiªcant actor in Asian international re-
lations and, second, that norms matter in explaining these relations. Neither
argument is sustainable. Although India certainly is an important actor in
South Asia, the fact that China extends into two regions does not mean that
the two regions are the same. This would be similar to arguing that because the
United States is involved in Asia and Europe, both of those regions are the
same. India may matter to South Asia, but it does not ªgure in East Asian secu-
rity issues such as North Korea and Taiwan, or even in Philippine security
decisionmaking.

In addition, the norms and institutions argument has little empirical validity.
One recurrent ªnding is the disparity in attitudes and beliefs on these subjects
within South Korea, Japan, Thailand, the Philippines, and Indonesia. These
countries are certainly modern, but a common desire for a security community
is far from a reality. Norms that might inºuence Asian state behavior are star-
tlingly absent, and here Aaron Friedberg’s original argument is true: Given
their vast disparities in wealth, political development, ethnicity, religion, and
language, states in East Asia do not share a common bond, beyond the desire
to be wealthy and secure.55 Institutions such as the Association of Southeast
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Asian Nations and the ASEAN Regional Forum remain peripheral to the con-
duct of Asian international relations. That these Asian states may have modern
aspirations is one thing; to argue that they share deeply held norms and a de-
sire for more regional institutions is another.

Conclusion

Amitav Acharya has made a number of important points regarding the study
of Asian international relations. In addition to focusing on standard realist con-
cerns such as material capabilities, international relations scholars need to give
greater consideration to the role of institutions, ideas, and history in Asia, as
well as to deªnitions of the Asian region and its subsystems. The key question
is whether balancing or bandwagoning best characterizes contemporary Asian
relations. The evidence, although mixed, shows that Asian nations do not feel
particularly threatened by any country and hence are not balancing China.
Close examination of mainstream realist theoretical approaches to Asian inter-
national relations reveals a number of puzzles, and scholars of Asian interna-
tional relations need to pay more attention to the empirical record, both
historical and modern. My goal is not to replace one set of unquestioned asser-
tions with another, but rather to open up the ªeld for continued progress.
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