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On July 8, 2011, the East Asia Institute hosted 
a Smart Talk with Professor David C. Kang 
(University of Southern California) who pre-
sented his research on the international rela-
tions of East Asia before the West affected the 
order of the “Sino-centric world.”  

 
Summary of the Seminar 
In outlining his research, Professor Kang 
found that in international relations, all the 
models, theories, and history were derived 
from European experiences and thus he fo-
cused on whether there was a separate inter-
national system in East Asia. The research 
centered on the Chinese Ming and Qing-eras 
and analyzed the wars that took place between 
East Asian states (China, Korea, Japan, and 
Vietnam) to measure the relationship between 
each country. The results show that compared 
to European states, East Asian states had more 
stable borders and set rules of diplomacy.  

This East Asian-style of international re-
lations was a hieratical system that centered 
on China. As the “Middle Kingdom,” China 
had legitimacy as the hegemon not only be-
cause of its massive economy and population 
that surpassed any other in the world, but also 
because of its soft power that was generated by 
the powerful influence of Chinese civilization.  

The fact that these East Asian countries 
maintained relatively stable relations although 
they could mobilize large numbers of troops, 
show that this East Asian order had a powerful 
effect across the region. These findings widen 
the discussion about international relations by 
suggesting that there are more models of dip-

lomacy other than the European-based theories. 
Some discussants disagreed with the me-

thods that Professor Kang used to reach his 
conclusion. The data that he presented does 
not consider the number of actors involved, 
particularly as it groups all the different tribal 
groups on the northern border of China as 
“nomads.” Also, the intensity of each war was 
not factored in to provide a more accurate 
picture of international relations in historical 
East Asia. The discussants also pointed out 
that the research did not take into account the 
fact that countries in East Asia were more fo-
cused on defensive capabilities as opposed to 
offensive ones, highlighting their limited ca-
pacity to make war. 

Some agreed that war was relatively rare 
in East Asia but this was because historically, 
China’s security concerns were focused on its 
northern borders rather than on Korea, Japan, 
or Vietnam. 

In response, Professor Kang gave his view 
on how culture and norms affected interna-
tional relations in East Asia. He first explained 
that there are two ways to understand the tri-
butary system of historical East Asia: the In-
strumentalist view and Substantive view. The 
Instrumentalist view, advocated by most 
modern political scientists, maintain that stra-
tegic calculation of power and interests are 
behind all culture and values when applied to 
international relations. The Substantive view, 
however, holds that states and people in his-
torical East Asia genuinely thought that there 
was value to such legitimacy and followed that 
order. Professor Kang holds to the Substantive 
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view in assessing historical East Asia and the characteris-
tics of this East Asian order was that there was an assump-
tion of inequality between states. Yet there were also a set 
of rules and norms to deal with this reality of inequality. 
Not only was this international order relevant in relation-
ships between China and other Confucian states but also 
among other states as well.  

Some participants though favored a more complex 
view of historical relations in East Asia. Rather than either 
a substantive or instrumentalist perspective, relations 
tended to encompass both cultural links and power. The 
way in which the Chosun Dynasty King Gwanghaegun in 
Korea balanced northern tribes against China while also 
paying tribute to the Ming is an example of the complexi-
ty that existed in historical international relations. 

One participant believed that Confucianism should 
not be regarded as the common denominator in East Asia 
today. It may have been an important part of Chinese doc-
trine but now, in the modern era, Confucianism has 
evolved and diversified to signify many different values. 
Confucianism is too complex and broad for it to serve as 
the framework for a regional consensus. Today in East 
Asia, business interests rather than Confucianism have 
stronger ties to bring countries together.  

Another discussant suggested that the significance of 
China’s role in the Sino-centric world was exaggerated by 
historians who needed an ideological justification for se-
curity interests. Others pointed out that modern day Chi-
na is trying to recreate that legitimacy by crafting an im-
age of a benign hegemon but it would be a daunting trend 
if China were to be culturally coercive in this process. In 
today’s East Asia, China’s relations with North Korea re-
semble the old Tribute system and if this trend spreads to 
other countries that could also become a source of conflict.  

China’s future relations with other countries will 
therefore depend on how China defines itself. If China 
defines itself as a nation state, then the current system will 
continue. However, if it creates a more encompassing con-
cept, then China’s future could change. The difference 
between China of the past and modern day China is that 
it is no longer a civilization and does not have content that 
others look to for ideas. The legacy and values of the past 
were wiped out by the Cultural Revolution and Commun-
ist rule. If China wants to create soft power as a rising 
power, it should seek to possess that content. ■ 
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ment and Adjunct Professor at the Tuck School of Busi-
ness, Dartmouth College. He has been a visiting professor 
at Stanford University, Yale University, Seoul National 
University, Korea University, and the University of Geneva. 
He received an A.B. with honors from Stanford University 
and his Ph.D. from Berkeley 
 
 
Moderator  
Daeyeol Ku, Ewha Womans University 

 
Discussants 
Jaewoo Choo, Kyung Hee University 
Chaesung Chun, Seoul National University 
Jun-seok Kim, Catholic University of Korea 
Sungbae Kim, Institute for National Security Strategy  
Dong Sun Lee, Korea University  
Sook-Jong Lee, East Asia Institute 
Byounghee Min, Sungkyunkwan University 
Jinseog Yu, Sookmyung Women’s University 
 

 
Prepared by the Asia Security Initiative Research Center at the East Asia Institute. As an Asia Security Initiative core institution, the East Asia Institute ac-
knowledges the grant support from the MacArthur Foundation that made this event possible. The East Asia Institute takes no institutional position on 
policy issues and has no affiliation with the Korean government. This memo is produced by Yang Gyu Kim, Yaeseul Park and Stephen Ranger.  


