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PREFACE

This book originates in research, carried out in 2005, into ancient 
Chinese thought on interstate relations. In the years since then, 
this research has produced various papers and books that include 
Ancient Chinese Thought, Modern Chinese Power. Based on previous 
achievements, Leadership and the Rise of Great Powers takes the 
big step of formulating a systematic theory explaining the mecha-
nism for a rising state to replace the leadership of a dominant state 
in an independent international system, including both the mod-
ern global system and geographically separated ancient interstate 
systems.

There are abundant works on the transition of international 
power that generally ascribe such transition either to a combination 
of various elements or to the decline of the dominant state.1 None, 
however, can explain why a given rising state is able to perform 
better than the dominant state in related domains, or why other 
rising states cannot match its achievements during the same histor-
ical epoch. The dramatic decline of America’s soft power in 2017 
during Donald Trump’s first six months in office underscored the 
limits of existing theories of international relations.

China’s rise and America’s relative decline after the financial 
crisis of 2008 engendered an academic puzzle for students of in-
ternational relations; namely, why was China successful in reduc-
ing its disparity in capability with the United States during the 
early twenty-first century? Theoretically, China should not have 
been able to do so without matching or surpassing the United 
States in some way. Institutionalist theories attribute moderniza-
tion, industrialization, or rapid growth in national capability to 
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either government institutions or political systems. According to 
these theories, China’s absence of elective democracy and strict 
separation of institutional power suggest that both the Chinese 
government and its political system are backward, and thereby in-
ferior to the American system characterized by such features. In 
light of institutionalism’s inadequate explanation for recent trends, 
therefore, this book instead tries to crack the puzzle by exploring 
the significance of varying types of political leadership.

Borrowing ideas from ancient Chinese philosophies, this book 
attributes international power transition to the greater capability to 
reform on the part of the leadership of a rising state than that of the 
dominant state. At the domestic level, national leaderships are cat-
egorized as inactive, conservative, proactive, or aggressive, while 
international leaderships are grouped under the headings of humane 
authority, hegemony, anemocracy, or tyranny. The advantage of 
treating the type of political leadership as an independent variable 
is that we can use the same variable to explain the decline of the 
dominant state, the success of a given rising state, and the failure of 
other rising states during the same historical period. National lead-
ership is a key factor in shaping a country’s foreign policies, political 
principles, official ideologies, and political institutions, while differ-
ent types of leaderships have corresponding attitudes toward reform 
and strategic preferences. Therefore, the different leadership types 
of the dominant state and of rising states could reshape the interna-
tional configuration, order, norms, world center, or even the inter-
national system as a whole.

The structure of this book is as follows: Chapter 1 discusses the 
definitions of major concepts used to establish the theory of moral 
realism. Chapter 2 categorizes political leadership as respectively 
domestic and international leadership and meanwhile explores the 
connections between types of leadership and strategic preferences. 
Based on realist assumptions, chapter 3 deduces four corollaries 
from the changes in foreign strategies, in international configura-
tion, in international norms, and in the world order, as well as their 
impacts on international systems. Chapter 4 focuses on changes in 
international configuration and shifts of the world center. Chapter 
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5 discusses the relationship between the type of international lead-
ership and type of norm, and also the approaches through which 
leading powers establish or reform international norms. Chapter 6 
takes up the issue of challenges to liberalism and the possible for-
mation of new international mainstream values. Chapter 7 addresses 
the transformation of the international system by distinguishing 
component changes from the system change. Chapter 8 uses both 
ancient interstate history and modern international history to illus-
trate the relationship between changes in the leadership of domi-
nant states and transformations of the international system. The 
conclusion presented in chapter 9 gives a bird’s-eye view of the log-
ics of the theory constructed in this book.

I am indebted to many individuals for their contributions to this 
book. Jin, my daughter, shared with me her knowledge of biology 
and psychology, so precluding any lay misunderstanding of the dif-
ferences between inherited and socialized human behaviors. She 
also provided language help in writing the first draft. Dr. Zhao Yujia 
undertook meticulous proofreading of the manuscript. Her hard 
work made possible its submission on schedule to Princeton Uni-
versity Press. I am deeply appreciative of Pamela Lord’s help in co-
pyediting the entire manuscript and so enhancing its fluency. Pro-
fessor Kai He gave me his generous help on linguistic matters. I am 
grateful also to the two anonymous Princeton University Press re-
viewers for their comments and suggestions on developing the 
moral realist theory and their helpful advice during the book’s final 
revisions. I also owe thanks to James Anthony, one of my interna-
tional students, for his help improving some paragraphs. I also thank 
Eric Crahan, my editor at Princeton University Press, and Kathleen 
Kageff, my copy editor.

My warm thanks also to Zhang Feng, Sun Xuefeng, Zhou Fang-
yin, Xu Jin, Yang Qianru, Liu Feng, Gao Cheng, Song Wei, Zhao 
Kejin, Xing Yue, Qi Haixia, Ma Yanbing, Nie Wenjun, Cao Wei, Yin 
Jiwu, Yang Yuan, Chen Yudan, Chen Zheng, and Wang Peng. All 
offered their comments on this research, either privately or at the 
seminar on December 20, 2015. My students at Tsinghua University 
provided a steady source of feedback as the book evolved. From 2011 
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to 2017, I had the luxury of teaching a course that was based on the 
research carried out for this project, so allowing me to try out my 
ideas before an attentive and challenging audience. I would like also 
to express both my gratitude and my apologies to people I have 
failed to mention by name owing to lapses of memory.

My greatest debt of gratitude is to my wife, Peizhi, to whom this 
book is dedicated. Her unwavering support for my academic career 
over the last thirty-six years remains constant. She not only takes 
care of all the housework but also shares with me her thinking about 
my writing. Her timely critiques have enabled me to retract many 
flawed ideas.

Finally, my thanks to the Chinese Fund for Humanities and Social 
Sciences for its financial support for this book.

Yan Xuetong
Tsinghua
May 2018
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1
Morality, Power, and Authority

为政以德, 譬如北辰, 居其所而众星共之。
(He who exercises governance through virtue  
will be like the North Star keeping its position  
surrounded other stars.)
CONFUCIUS

The shift of the world center is an enduring topic in the theoretical 
study of international relations (IR). Spain, Portugal, the Nether-
lands, France, the United Kingdom, and the United States were suc-
cessively the world’s dominant states after the formation of a global 
system of states in the sixteenth century. Along with the changes of 
dominant state came occasional shifts of the world power center 
from one region to another. Scholars of IR have long sought to trace 
and explain how various great powers have risen and fallen relative 
to one another over the past five centuries.

There have been many explanations for the rise and fall of lead-
ing powers. The most well-known research on this issue is arguably 
that of Paul Kennedy, who attributes the decline of a hegemon to 
imperial overstretch, which in turn leads to a shift of the world 

MORALITY, POWER, AND AUTHOR-

ITY
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center. Imperial overstretch occurred when the global obligations 
as defined by policy makers far exceeded the hegemon’s defensive 
capability.1 Robert Gilpin, on the other hand, cites economic in-
adequacy as the cause of hegemonic decline. That is to say, the 
economic costs of maintaining a dominant power’s international 
status quo outstripped its financial capability.2 However, Richard 
Ned Lebow has raised an altogether different explanation, ascrib-
ing the decline of hegemonic powers to their hubris, contending 
that “behavior at odds with the accepted morality of the age un-
dermines the standing, influence and even the hegemony of great 
powers.”3

Like the above studies, most theoretical research has focused on 
answering one question, “Why does a hegemon decline?,” while 
taking little account of the other component of the issue, “How 
does another state rise?” It seems logical to assert that for the global 
center to shift, not only must the existing hegemon fall, but a new 
global power must rise. Yet attempts to answer this question wholly 
ignore the reasons for such a rise and its mechanism. Thus, the 
focus of this book is on offering explanations for the rising state 
component of the conundrum from the perspective of moral real-
ism.4 This book wishes to raise a potential mechanism through 
which a rising state is able to replace the dominant state in a given 
interstate system. The theory created in this book suggests that 
when a rising state’s political leadership surpasses that of the domi-
nant state, the power disparity between the two states reverses, 
rendering the rising state the new dominant state. In other words, 
when the rising state’s leadership is more capable and efficient than 
that of the dominant state and that of other contemporary major 
states, international influence is redistributed in a way that allows 
the rising state to eclipse the dominant state. To systematically ex-
plore the relationship between political leadership and redistribu-
tion of international power, the first chapter will clarify the con-
cepts of morality, power, capability, and authority, because these 
are the resources of political leadership. Based on the distinctions 
between these concepts, we will analyze the influence of morality 
on power, capability, and authority.
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THE ROLE OF MORALITY IN REALISM THEORY

As Jannika Brostrom has observed, each IR school responds differ-
ently to the task of pinpointing where morality belongs in theory 
building. Constructivists generally understand morality as part of 
the normative agenda of a political entity that is often linked to iden-
tity and ideas. Thus, they suggest that norms and interests are mutu-
ally constitutive as well as intersubjective. Liberalist IR scholars 
characterize moral forces as the ends in themselves and require a 
deontological methodology to explain policy learning and epistemic 
community building. The English school is divided on this issue 
between solidarists and pluralists. Although both take a normative 
approach to the study of morality, they have different views as to the 
function of norms. Solidarists regard the norm as an independent 
variable, while pluralists deem it the product of an anarchical sys-
tem.5 Different from previous schools, realism approaches morality 
from an instrumental perspective. This standpoint, however, is often 
misunderstood.

Misunderstandings of IR Realism

Since Hans J. Morgenthau modernized the classical realist theory of 
international relations, many scholars have mistakenly assumed that 
realism denies any moral influence on the conduct of states. For 
example, Kenneth W. Thompson and W. David Clinton observed, 
“It has proved particularly thorny in the realist tradition, not least 
because that tradition has so often been misunderstood as denying 
any connection between moral principles and the practical respon-
sibilities of statecraft. At no realist has the charge been leveled more 
often than Morgenthau.”6 However, as Brostrom has noted, the clas-
sical realist works of Hans Morgenthau, Reinhold Niebuhr, and 
George Kennan all stress the relationship between morality and 
power.7 After a close scrutiny of classical realist writings, Lebow 
argues that “ ‘classical’ realism, as presented by Thucydides, Carl 
Von Clausewitz and Hans J. Morgenthau, was very much concerned 
with questions of justice.”8
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Here we review Morgenthau’s Politics among Nations: The Strug-
gle for Power and Peace to see how he discusses the function and 
effect of morality in international affairs. He says, “A discussion of 
international morality must guard against the two extremes of either 
overrating the influence of ethics upon international politics or un-
derestimating it by denying that statesmen and diplomats are moved 
by anything but considerations of material power.”9 Among his six 
principles of political realism, principles 4 and 5 are about morality. 
The fourth principle demonstrates that political realism admits the 
great importance of moral political actions by asserting, “Realism 
maintains that universal moral principles cannot be applied to the 
actions of states in their abstract universal formulation, but that they 
must be filtered through the concrete circumstances of time and 
place. The individual may say for himself: ‘Fiat justitia, pereat mun-
dus (Let justice be done, even if the world perish),’ but the state has 
no right to say so in the name of those who are in its care.”10 The fifth 
principle reiterates this point, stating that “political realism refuses 
to identify the moral aspirations of a particular nation with the 
moral laws that govern the universe.”11

It is clear from the above citation that classical realism neither 
denies the role of morality nor ignores its effect on state capability 
or power. What scholars must avoid is conflating the morality of a 
single nation with international morality. Morgenthau opposed the 
waging of war based on a state’s particular moral values. Nor did he 
support attempts to export political values to the world as a whole 
through the vehicle of war. It was from that perspective that he op-
posed America’s initiation of war for the sake of human rights.12 This 
idea has a strong impact on my theory, which defines the morality 
of political leadership at the universal level rather than at the na-
tional level.

To make matters worse, the doctrine of realism is misunderstood 
not only by idealists, legalists, moralists, liberalists, and constructiv-
ists, but also by certain realist theorists. For the sake of developing 
a scientific rather than a normative theory, Kenneth Waltz expunged 
morality from his theory in Theory of International Politics. After his 
reformulation of realism, many realists followed suit in constructing 
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IR theories. John Mearsheimer, a leading offensive realist scholar, 
argues against the incorporation of morality into theoretical models, 
saying, “It should be emphasized that many realists have strong 
moral preferences and are driven by deep moral convictions. Real-
ism is not a normative theory, however, and it provides no criteria 
for moral judgment. Instead, realism merely seeks to explain how 
the world works.”13 During our dialogue in 2013 he insisted, “It is 
critically important that a real realist resists the seductions of any 
unrealistic consciences and never over-expand into other unfamiliar 
realms.”14 However, not all realist theorists agree to the expulsion of 
morality from realist theory. For example, Edward Hallett Carr, an 
early classical IR realist, said, “If, however, it is utopian to ignore the 
element of power, it is an unreal kind of realism which ignores the 
element of morality in any world order.”15 This sentiment is echoed 
by Mark R. Amstutz, who, after careful study of realist theories, said, 
“However, most realists do not deny morality. Indeed, they assume 
with Aristotle that politics is rooted in ethics.”16 Gilpin, moreover, 
said, “I would argue that a moral commitment lies at the heart of 
realism.”17

Mearsheimer’s rejection of incorporating morality into realism 
theory stems from Morgenthau’s claim that “moral principles can-
not be applied to actions,” while ignoring the caveat “in their ab-
stract universal formulation.”18 In this context, Morgenthau has 
claimed that applying moral principles to action can avoid danger-
ous pitfalls if “filtered through the concrete circumstance of time 
and place.”19 Moral realism’s proposal of comparing state action to 
universally accepted moral codes works off of such a “filter.”

Since nothing in the world is immutable, universal morality also 
changes through the course of history. Therefore, the analyses in this 
book will be conducted according to the moral standards of the rel-
evant historical period in a given international system. The analyses 
will focus on how the moral actions of states affect policy choices 
by examining the following relationships: the impact of moral ac-
tions on national capability; the varying degrees of adherence by 
types of state leadership to moral standards; and the impact of types 
of international leadership on international norms.
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Instrumental Morality in Moral Realism

The theory created in this book follows in the footsteps of classical 
realism in that it analyzes states’ moral behavior from the perspec-
tives of international power, national capability, and national inter-
est. Classical realist Carr asserts, “Just as within the state every gov-
ernment, though it needs power as a basis of its authority, also needs 
the moral basis of the consent of the governed, so an international 
order cannot be based on power alone, for the simple reason that 
mankind will in the long run always revolt against naked power.”20 
Similarly, moral realism regards morality as of equal importance to 
policy making as power, capability, and interest. There are two ways 
to study national interests within realist theories: logical deductive 
and empirical inductive.21 Because this research aims at establishing 
a new realist theory, issues and instances related to national interests 
in this book fall under the former category.

When speaking about morality many theorists take a value-based 
approach, but moral realism adopts an instrumentally based ap-
proach. For example, Brostrom defines moral realism as a way of 
understanding a calculation of national interest that imbues con-
cerns about morality.22 He says that “it is in fact possible to treat 
morality as instrumental. This means that it can be seen as part of 
the rational decision-making process in a state’s foreign policy, with 
the potential to produce specific outcomes.”23 Lebow has a similar 
view, contending that “ethics are not only instrumentally important, 
but it is impossible to formulate interests intelligently outside of 
some language of justice.”24 I would go a step further by saying that 
the benefits of adopting a moral foreign policy stem from strategy 
preferences rather than calculations of national interest. Moral real-
ism’s emphasis on strategic preferences is rooted in the common 
agreement among realists that national interests are determined 
objectively and defined by a state’s material capability. Therefore, 
the role of morality is to influence policy makers’ concerns about 
how national interests should be achieved rather than what national 
interests ought to be. In a concrete situation policy makers some-
times have to decide which interest should take priority. The core 
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of policy making, therefore, lies in making strategic decisions on 
how to achieve interest maximization. However, whether an interest 
is major or minor is determined by objective reality rather than by 
morality. As such, I would define moral realism as the approach to 
understanding a major power’s behavior when morality is a contrib-
uting factor to its leadership’s strategic preferences. Certain realist 
theories ignore the impact of a national leader’s moral concerns on 
decision making—an approach that is at odds with moral realism.

LEVELS AND COMPONENTS OF MORALITY

To avoid any semantic disputes, it would be best first of all to define 
morality, as IR scholars all too often debate concepts according to 
different understandings of the same word. Furthermore, lay under-
standings of what morality means will further confuse matters. Be-
fore addressing the logic of moral realist theory, therefore, it is nec-
essary to clarify the levels and components of morality as applicable 
to IR theories.

Governmental Morality as the Standard

Discussions in this book of a state’s morality are not structured on 
any arbitrary set of standards, but rather on the actions that the 
state undertakes irrespective of the individual policy maker’s moti-
vations or personal beliefs. When the state’s actions accord with 
universally accepted codes it is deemed moral, and when the re-
verse is true, it is deemed immoral. Thus, determining whether or 
not the action of a state is moral entails an assessment of that action 
according to universally accepted codes. This assessment does not 
require any subjective perception but depends on giving yes or no 
answers to questions that determine whether the action under scru-
tiny is moral or not. If there are more “yes” than “no” answers, then 
the action is moral; if “no” is the predominant answer, then the ac-
tion is not moral.

Judging whether or not the act of a policy maker is moral means 
first of all determining which set of codes is applicable to that action. 
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This is decided by the status of the person committing the act. As 
such, the morality judgment is made on one of the three levels: per-
sonal, governmental, and international.25 For example, an everyday 
citizen is expected to provide for his or her dependents’ health care. 
Although it would be commendable if this person were to go beyond 
his or her personal responsibility and help others in this respect, no 
one would accuse this person of immoral behavior if he or she did 
not endeavor to provide for the health care of people other than his 
or her family members. This is because the acts of an individual citi-
zen are judged according to morals at the personal level. However, 
it is not acceptable for the leader of a state to consider solely his or 
her family’s welfare, as that leader is expected to enact policies that 
will provide health care coverage for all citizens of the state. Yet, at 
the same time, no one expects a state leader to be concerned about 
the health care issues of other nations. The reason for these two dif-
fering expectations is that a state leader is judged at the governmen-
tal level. The third level would apply, for instance, to the leader of 
the World Health Organization. Tasked with providing health care 
for people across the globe, the international leader is expected to 
implement health care policies that are beneficial to all people, re-
gardless of national borders or the interests of individual countries. 
This leader’s actions, therefore, are judged according to morals at 
the international level.

To avoid dissension, therefore, and because moral realism is a 
theory that specifically addresses international relations, discussions 
in this book of “morality” refer solely to governmental morality, 
whereby leaders’ actions will be judged according to the accepted 
codes of conduct pertaining to national interests and national capa-
bility. There has been a widely accepted distinction in the Western 
world, in both ancient and modern times, between public and pri-
vate morality. Niebuhr distinguished between the moral behavior of 
individuals versus social groups in his observation that personal 
morality is sublimated, along with the individual ego, into the group, 
which then re-expresses this egoism at a higher level.26 Such conflat-
ing of public and private morals can lead to dissension over which 
codes of morality apply. This difference is illustrated by the debate 
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over President Clinton’s impeachment. Some people thought Clin-
ton’s private behavior did not constitute grounds for impeachment; 
others disagreed. Different levels of moral code are at the root of 
disagreement in that discussion.

When talking about “governmental morality,” we are referring to 
what Max Weber called the “ethic of responsibility,” which requires, 
“one . . . to give an account of foreseeable results of one’s action.”27 
Nannerl Keohane says that “the ‘ethic of responsibility’ is a form of 
consequentialist morality as distinct from the Kantian deontological 
approach.”28 In this book, governmental morality addresses such 
concepts as the responsibility to protect national interests, the duty 
to practice international norms, and strategic credibility with regard 
to allies. The government’s responsibility to the country it repre-
sents and the people it governs is the core of governmental morality. 
For instance, many Americans criticize Donald Trump’s foreign 
policies as “less than out of a sense of moral responsibility,” because 
these policies create a global leadership vacuum for China to fill, 
undermine American strategic relations with traditional allies, unite 
American competitors and adversaries, and drive major powers to 
sell some of their stock in Washington.29

Universality of Governmental Morality

In addition to the morality level, it is also necessary to clarify the 
components universally applicable to the morality under discussion. 
The components of morality can be categorized as national and uni-
versal codes. Differing from national morality (such as American, 
Chinese, or Japanese political culture), universal morality (such as 
patriotism, obligation, or justice) is accepted by all members, even 
adversaries, of a given international system. Therefore, we will use 
universal codes to judge the morality of a state’s leadership. Govern-
mental morality thus refers to those universal moral codes.

The existence of universally accepted moral codes may, at a 
glance, seem to disregard cultural differences and so evoke worries 
about imperialist tendencies. However, our growing understanding 
of the biological basis of psychology and sociology makes more and 
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more apparent that human behavior is as much determined by will 
as it is by nature. Research shows that different cultures actually 
share certain similar moral foundations. Jesse Graham and col-
leagues, a group of cultural psychologists, offered an evolutionary 
explanation of why moral judgments are often so similar across cul-
tures. Their model, the Moral Foundations Theory, proposes that 
the ever-popular tabula rasa hypothesis—that humans are born as a 
blank state—is wrong. Our evolutionary history has shaped the 
human propensity to place value on five ethical foundations, and it 
is on these five basic building blocks that each tribe/culture devel-
oped a moral narrative. These five foundations are care/harm, fair-
ness/cheating, loyalty/betrayal, authority/subversion, and sanc-
tity/degradation.30 All humans, irrespective of cultural backgrounds, 
universally revere the first component of the dyad and despise the 
second. Individuals who do not possess these moral foundations, 
aka sociopaths, are rejected by the social group.31 In short, humans 
are evolutionarily predisposed to morals and to being moral, and 
the moral foundation is the same across the species.

Because international morality is still formed by humans, we can 
find the same foundations underlying universally accepted codes of 
conduct. For example, the Geneva Conventions address the concept 
of care/harm in international disputes (i.e., war); the WTO ad-
dresses concepts of fairness/cheating on the subject of international 
trade; strategic alliances such as NATO are built on the foundation 
of loyalty/betrayal; the hierarchical structure of the UN submits to 
the concepts of authority/subversion; and international environ-
mental efforts, such as the Paris Climate Accord, apply the concept 
of sanctity/degradation to planetary health. It is because morality 
is built on shared moral foundations that we are able to agree to 
these international moral codes. While the specifics may constantly 
change, the underlying values do not. This book considers these 
universal moral foundations “universal morality.”

Qualitative differences, however, exist among universally ac-
cepted codes of governmental morality with regard to adherence. 
Some codes, such as maintaining good terms with one’s allies, show-
ing diplomatic courtesy to state leaders, ensuring the personal safety 
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of diplomatic envoys, and paying off foreign debts, constitute basic 
morality and are easy for states to follow and practice. But the higher 
demands of altruistic actions, such as providing continuous foreign 
aid, are much harder to fulfill. As most states generally practice the 
moral codes that are easier to keep to rather than the more difficult 
ones, the former have wider impact on state behavior. Therefore, as 
realists, we judge the morality of political leadership according to 
the easily executed, universal governmental morals, as opposed to 
the more demanding ones.

DIFFERENCES BETWEEN POWER,  
CAPABILITY, AND AUTHORITY

In English-language IR writings, the term “power” can simultane-
ously refer to social influence, material capability, and political au-
thority, even though the functions of these three elements differ 
significantly. This is because the English language defines “power” 
in a multitude of ways, including control, authority, ability, capabil-
ity, might, and influence.32 The interchangeability between power, 
capability, and authority, therefore, makes it difficult for people to 
understand the functions of the three resources of leadership capa-
bility. It consequently becomes impossible to understand the influ-
ence that morality has on each of them.

Differences between Power and Capability

The phrase “balance of power” is a typical example of the simultane-
ous reference to influence and capability. Although frequently used, 
there is no consensus among IR scholars as to whether it refers to a 
balance of political influence or of physical capability. Morgenthau 
recognized this problem and employed two differing expressions—
power and elements of power (referring to capability)—to differenti-
ate the two meanings of power as it is used in Politics among Nations. 
This differentiation, however, is still not clear, because the phrase 
“elements of power” may also refer to “elements of capability.” 
Frankly, the term “power” remains vague in Morgenthau’s book, 
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wherein it alternately means influence and capability, or in some 
cases carries both meanings. Noting that “the concept of power is 
one of the most troublesome in the field of international relations,” 
Gilpin defines power as the capability of states yet still cannot avoid 
using “power” in reference to influence when he says, “In time, the 
differential growth in power of the various states in the system causes 
a fundamental redistribution of power in the system.”33 The vague 
usage of “power” has loitered in IR theories for decades. As late as 
2007, William Wohlforth’s writing still concerned the “problem with 
conflating power-as-resources with power-as-influence.”34

This vagueness amounts to a theoretical shortcoming in Morgen-
thau’s discourse. When defining national interests by power, he fails 
to distinguish whether power is a type of national interest or its 
foundation. In other words, if power refers to influence on other 
states, then it is a type of national interest; if it refers to capability, 
then it is the foundation of national interest.35 Since Morgenthau did 
not rigorously distinguish between the nature of power and of ca-
pability, therefore, he was unable to demonstrate clearly the rela-
tionship between morality and power.

To avoid any confusion of logic in theory building stemming 
from unclear semantics as regards the “meaning of power,” this book 
makes a rigorous distinction between power and capability. When 
discussing power, we refer only to influence, such as police power. 
When discussing capability, we refer to strength, as in the competi-
tiveness of athletes. This differentiation between power and capabil-
ity allows us to avoid the circular logic that defines national interest 
by power while simultaneously regarding power as a national inter-
est. When we define power as influence, we consider power a factor 
of national interest, and usually the most important one. National 
interests are usually categorized under the domains of politics, se-
curity, economy, and culture. Power is often viewed as a factor of 
political interest, such as the veto power of permanent members of 
the UN Security Council. When capability is defined as strength, it 
serves as the basis for defining national interests, including power. 
The extent of a state’s power in the domain of each national interest 
is determined by the capability of the related component. Therefore, 
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when analyzing a country’s holistic strategic interests, we should do 
so according to its comprehensive capability (CC).

A state’s comprehensive capability includes both material and 
nonmaterial resources, especially that of political capability. Like 
national interests, comprehensive capability is divided into four do-
mains: politics, military, economy, and culture. In this model, politi-
cal capability functions as an operational element, and the other 
three (military, economy, and culture) are resource elements. In 
other words, political capability exerts a multiplicative effect on the 
sum of the other three elements. Should political capability decrease 
to zero, then the effect of the other three is reduced to nothing. 
Mathematically, this can be expressed as: CC = (M+E+C) ⋅ P, 
where M is military, E is economy, C is culture, and P is political 
capability. Political capability is mainly determined by the efficiency 
of state leadership, which is mainly determined by two factors: the 
political direction of reform and the extent of its execution. When 
the direction of reform is correct, a larger extent of reform leads to 
an increase in P, and when the direction is wrong, the effect is re-
versed.36 Reform is both a descriptive term and a prescriptive one; 
it embraces a moral dimension and is antithetical to retrogression. 
On this account, reform refers to changes in a positive direction, 
while changes in a bad direction constitute retrogression.

In this formula, “political capability” is different from the “soft 
power” as coined by Nye. Nye’s “soft power” rests on three basic 
resources: culture, political value, and foreign policies.37 These three 
resources engender the attractiveness of a country’s government 
model, which influences other countries’ actions without the use of 
hard power. However, a country’s attractiveness is based on the 
deeds of that country’s leadership rather than on its culture and po-
litical value. Therefore, I would argue that political leadership, 
rather than political value, is the core element of soft power. As 
such, I would combine political value and culture into one variable, 
and put foreign policies into the variable called “political capability.” 
This is because foreign policy is decided by political leadership, 
while political value informs, but does not determine, the policy 
making of the leadership. This argument can explain why US soft 
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power declined so dramatically after the Trump administration had 
been in office for only half a year, even though American culture and 
political values remained the same. Nye may also have realized that 
the two concepts of “hard power” and “soft power” alone do not 
adequately explain the efficiency of leadership, and consequently he 
coined the term “smart power.” He said, “In practice, effective lead-
ership requires a mixture of soft and hard power skills that I call 
smart power.”38 Because foreign policy making is the main skill of 
operating resources of soft and hard powers, Nye actually treats for-
eign policy as both smart power and a resource of soft power, 
namely, picking out a resource of soft power as smart power. The 
concept of smart power confuses the relations between different 
types of state capability rather than clarifies them. In fact, if we ac-
cept the concept of “smart power,” it implies that the attractiveness 
of “soft power” depends on leadership’s manipulation of soft power, 
rather than on culture or political values.

The practical reason for the theoretical distinction between 
power and capability is that by defining national interests according 
to a state’s capability we can avoid misjudgments that lead to cata-
strophic policies. The comprehensive capability of states can be cat-
egorized into four international status groups: dominant, rising, 
regional, and small states. A dominant state’s main interest is to 
maintain its position in the world, while that of a rising state is to 
gain more international power. A regional or subregional state’s 
main strategic interest is to maintain dominance in its own region 
rather than gain world supremacy. Survival is the main strategic in-
terest of a small state. Post–Cold War history illustrates how changes 
in the capability of the United States, Russia, and China redefined 
their main strategic interests.

When, after the Cold War, the United States became the sole 
world superpower, it targeted global dominance as its priority inter-
est. Russia, as successor to the collapsed Soviet Union, did not pos-
sess Soviet capability and consequently did not contend for global 
hegemony, as had its predecessor, instead establishing itself as a 
regional power in the Eurasian neighborhood. As a rising state, 
China became the second-largest world economy in 2010, and this 
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changed China’s main strategic interest from economic prosperity 
to national rejuvenation in 2012.39

Accepting that national strategic interests are defined by com-
prehensive capability sets the objective boundaries of national in-
terests. Clearly defined boundaries can help statesmen and scholars 
to avoid unrealistic ambitions, and allow them to agree on a com-
mon standard. Take the George W. Bush administration as an ex-
ample. In response to 9/11, having set absolute security as the target 
of its national interest, it attempted to eradicate terrorism. But as 
this goal was far beyond the capability of American national capa-
bility, the Bush administration’s counterterrorism campaign failed. 
In fact, terrorism now seems to have become as commonplace as 
burglary or theft, with no foreseeable solution in the future. This is 
because the United States may have the capability to reduce exter-
nal terrorist threats to the American homeland, but it lacks the ca-
pability to eliminate terrorists from the world entirely. By over-
reaching its capability, therefore, America’s war on terror not only 
failed to achieve its goals but also undermined the country’s na-
tional capability.

Similarly, underestimating the capability of opposing countries 
can lead to an underestimation of the bottom line of their national 
interests, which also results in failed policies. The Sino-Japanese 
dispute over the Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands in 2012 is a typical ex-
ample. In 2012, the naval might of China was approximately equal 
to Japan’s; therefore, it would have been beneficial for both sides to 
maintain the status quo of the islands and shelve the disputes.40 Nev-
ertheless, having underestimated Chinese naval capability, the Japa-
nese government ignored China’s determination to protect its sov-
ereignty over the islands. On September 11, 2012, the Japanese 
government nationalized its control over the islands.41 Japan’s na-
tionalization of these islands was unacceptable to China, and it ac-
cordingly reciprocated Japan’s hard-line position on this issue by 
announcing its territorial sea baseline and air defense identification 
zone, as well as official maritime and air navigations.42 Because 
Japan misidentified its own interests over the Diaoyu/Senkaku Is-
lands by considering its ambitions rather than its military capability, 
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the country made an erroneous decision that resulted in a long-
lasting confrontation between Japan and China.

Differences between Power and Authority

In English-language writings, “power” and “authority” are often 
used indiscriminately. Even scholars who are aware of the semantic 
distinction between these two concepts still regard them as being 
the same in nature. For instance, David Lake says, “Authority is, 
simply stated, rightful rule. That is, an authoritative ruler has the 
right to command subordinates to perform certain actions and, 
because the commands are rightful, the ruled have a duty to com-
ply. In this way, authority is a type of power over others.”43 There-
fore, many people regard obtaining power as equal to gaining au-
thority. In the Chinese language, the two concepts, wherein quanli 
(权力, power) means legitimate coercive rights or duty while quan-
wei (权威, authority) means prestige or popular trust, are quite 
removed from each other. This book will use the Chinese connota-
tion of these two terms in explaining the role and types of political 
leadership.

Both power and authority are resources that a leadership can 
wield to influence others, but they function through different means. 
Power enforces behavior through coercion, while authority entices 
others to follow an idea based on trust in it. One daily life example 
that highlights the difference is the way in which police officers and 
medical practitioners change people’s behavior. The former repre-
sents power, the latter authority. Motorists obey police officers be-
cause police power forces them to; patients take advice from physi-
cians because of trust in their medical knowledge as proven by their 
credentials. These principles also apply to international leadership. 
For instance, the United States possesses the dominating power as 
the “World’s Police Force” based on its unmatched military force 
since the end of the Cold War. The EU, meanwhile, provides au-
thoritative leadership in dealing with climate change, based on its 
higher achievements in reducing carbon dioxide emissions in the 
2010s than other international actors.
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When discussing leadership authority, Max Weber’s definition 
springs to the mind of many scholars, but the concept of authority 
in this book is not the same as Weber’s. Weber categorizes authority 
into three types: rational, traditional, and charismatic.44 In regard 
to the basis of charismatic leadership, he says that “it is the charis-
matically qualified leader such as who is obeyed by virtue of per-
sonal trust in him.”45 That means men do not obey him by tradition 
or status, but because they believe in him. According to Weber, ra-
tional and traditional authorities rest on status and tradition respec-
tively, rather than on others’ confidence in the leadership. Yet both 
status and tradition are actually defined by power. In this book, the 
concept of authority bears similarity to Weber’s charismatic author-
ity, but not to the other two types, because it is defined by followers’ 
confidence in the qualities of a leadership.

When we define the source of power as force and the source of 
authority as the confidence of its followers, we may argue that au-
thority can increase one’s power naturally, but that power cannot 
automatically improve one’s authority. Therefore, it is possible for 
a leading state to increase its international power by promoting its 
material capability, but such promoted material capability cannot 
automatically establish the international authority of that state when 
other states do not accept its leadership. The improvement of a lead-
ing state’s international authority entails winning more external sup-
port, which automatically increases that state’s international influ-
ence, or international power.

We can expand on this point from the perspective of strategic 
credibility. Strategic credibility is an important part of international 
authority and is gained through moral actions. An important ele-
ment of strategic credibility is honoring commitments to other 
countries, especially allies. Protecting allies and punishing countries 
that disturb international order are regarded as moral actions of 
leading states. Therefore, a leading state’s strategic credibility im-
plies consistency between its promises and its actions. Its allies will 
follow its leadership willingly when they trust its promises, and its 
enemies will be cautious to challenge it when they believe that  
it will determinatively maintain international order. Therefore, a 
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leading state that has improved its strategic credibility enjoys inter-
national authority and stands the best chance of winning diplomatic 
conflicts. Such victories mean more international support, and 
more international power. For the same reason, those with poor 
strategic credibility will often suffer diplomatic defeats. For exam-
ple, in March 2018, the UK blamed Russia for the poisoning of a 
former spy and his daughter in Salisbury, England, and expelled 
twenty-three Russian diplomats in retaliation. This policy gained 
support from more than twenty countries, including eighteen EU 
states, the United States, and Canada, through their collective expul-
sion of Russian diplomats.46 This collective effort represents a sig-
nificant diplomatic victory for the UK and defeat for Russia. The UK 
later stated that there was no substantive evidence to prove Russia’s 
alleged murder attempt, and the two victims recovered after treat-
ment in hospital.47 However, these facts illustrate how much Russia 
suffered from its poor strategic credibility.

The difference between authority and power implies that one 
leading state could enjoy higher international authority than an-
other, even when both wield the same level of international power. 
In some cases, a state’s international authority may decline even as 
its international power increases. For example, the United States 
continuously improved its international power as the sole super-
power after the Cold War until the financial crisis of 2008. Yet its 
international authority suffered a dramatic decline after its launch 
of the war in Iraq in 2003 without UN authorization. In particular, 
the disproving of America’s sorry excuse that Saddam Hussein pos-
sessed weapons of mass destruction irreparably damaged America’s 
strategic credibility.48

The decline of American international authority started with 
George W. Bush rather than Trump. The 2008 financial crisis ex-
posed Wall Street’s fraud to the world. The Standard and Poor’s 
Financial Services LLC accordingly reduced the United States’ 
credit rating from AAA to AA+ in 2011.49 In the same year, Presi-
dent Obama abandoned Mohammed Hosni Mubarak, former presi-
dent of Egypt and long-term ally of America, in the Middle East 
amid the Arab Spring revolutionary wave.50 As Herb Keinon, an 
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American-born Israeli journalist, said, “All of these treacheries 
largely repudiated America’s reputation among its allies, and even 
staggered Israel’s belief in Washington’s strategic credit.”51 This se-
ries of actions has led to the situation wherein America’s interna-
tional authority in the twenty-first century is much lower than it 
was in the 1990s.

These cases do not signify that America is the only leading state 
to adopt irresponsible foreign policy. In fact, all major powers, in-
cluding China, Russia, France, the UK, Germany, and India, have 
undertaken actions since the end of World War II that have under-
mined their international credibility. Some may have records even 
more notorious than that of the United States. Here I merely argue 
that immoral actions will reduce a major power’s international au-
thority, regardless of how powerful the state may be.

INFLUENCE OF MORALITY AND STRATEGIC CREDIBILITY

The previous discussion analyzed the differences between capabil-
ity, power, and authority—the three resources of leadership. 
Owing to their special characters, morality shapes them through 
different approaches. The lowest level of international morality is 
strategic credibility; thus, high strategic credibility becomes a pre-
condition for a leading state to establish international authority. A 
strong power without basic strategic credit cannot hope to establish 
its authority in an international community.

Influence of Morality through Different Approaches

Morality can directly affect the power of states, because moral ac-
tions increase the legitimacy of a state’s leadership, thereby giving 
that state more influence. Morality also can affect a state’s capability 
but may achieve this effect only indirectly. That is to say, a state’s 
morality first trickles down to other factors through its influence, 
which then changes other actors’ support for or opposition to it, so 
culminating in changes to that state’s capability. Morality has direct 
influence on a state’s power, but the direction of that influence 
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depends on whether or not that state’s actions are consistent with 
universally accepted moral codes.

Palestine can be used to illustrate the phenomenon whereby 
moral actions increase a state’s power but not its capability. Pales-
tine’s protest against Israel’s settlement policy of occupying Palestin-
ian territory was in line with international moral codes of conduct. 
Accordingly, Palestine received both sympathy and political support 
from the international community, as seen from the seventy-seven 
UN resolutions from 1955 to 2013 that condemned Israel.52 Pales-
tine’s moral actions, therefore, enhanced the legitimacy of its claim 
of sovereignty but nevertheless failed to increase Palestine’s capabil-
ity to the extent needed to protect its territorial sovereignty. Con-
sequently, Palestine remains vulnerable to Israeli encroachments on 
its borders.

Japan, by contrast, can be used as an example of how immoral 
actions decrease a state’s power but not its capability. In 2013, 
Shinzo Abe, the Japanese prime minister, made formal visits to the 
Yasukuni Shrine, where World War II Class-A war criminals are en-
shrined. His actions, which go against international moral codes and 
are thus considered immoral, provoked international wrath—from 
China, South Korea, and even America and Europe.53 However, al-
though the Abe government’s immoral actions considerably dam-
aged Japan’s international image, causing a reduction in Japanese 
international political power, Japanese capability remained con-
stant. Moreover, its defense expenditure increased by 3 percent in 
the year 2013.54

The influence of morality on a state’s capability varies according 
to whether such influence gained or undermined it. Adherence to 
international moral codes enhances the legitimacy of a leading 
state’s mobilization of support both at home and abroad. This raises 
the state’s international power, which then transforms into its mate-
rial capability. This is particularly visible in the creation of alliance 
networks. For instance, the United States formed a strong multina-
tional force to save Kuwait from Saddam Hussein’s annexation and 
punished the aggressor in January 1991.55 America’s decision con-
formed to the principles of territorial integrity backed by the UN 
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Charter and was considered moral by international standards. As a 
result, the United States gained thirty-four nations as allies, which 
increased its material capability in the Gulf War.

By contrast, the Saddam Hussein government of Iraq violated 
international law, an act that was considered immoral by interna-
tional standards. It consequently lost the support of the general pub-
lic both at home and abroad, and the military disparity between Iraq 
and the United States considerably broadened. This case signifies 
that even if immoral actions do not undermine a state’s absolute 
capability, they may considerably weaken its relative capability.

Although authority and power are two different matters, moral-
ity has direct influence on both. The direction of morality’s influence 
on a leading state’s authority is also determined according to 
whether or not that state’s actions are consistent with universally 
accepted moral codes. Moral actions improve its authority, and im-
moral actions undermine it. The international power of a leading 
state will increase according to the moral foundation on which it 
lays to build up its authority. History shows that leading states that 
have established a high authority have a greater chance of maintain-
ing international leadership than those with lesser authority. On the 
current decline of America’s international leadership, Steven Metz, 
a professor from the US Army War College, says, “It is difficult to 
defeat the US, but it is possible to thwart it by seizing the ethical 
high ground and manipulating the fault lines in the American politi-
cal system. . . . Perhaps the biggest lesson of all, though, is that moral 
ambiguity hinders, even paralyzes the United States.”56

Strategic Credibility and Leading by Example

Strategic credibility is the lowest level of international morality, and 
a prerequisite to a leading power’s establishment of international 
authority. Levels of morality are mainly decided by the cost of ob-
serving it. Low-level moral codes, such as not lying, not deceiving, 
and not stealing, can be observed at low cost or no cost, while high-
level moral codes, such as charity, altruism, and helpfulness, require 
a high cost of personal interests. Because observance of low-level 

Yan.indb   21 12/19/2018   8:55:48 AM



22 chapter 1

L

SS

L

moral codes is less costly, doing so becomes easier and more popular 
than adhering to high-level moral codes. Therefore, it is possible to 
trust those who do not practice high-level moral codes, but impos-
sible to trust those who do not observe codes of a low level. Strate-
gic credibility is a moral code on the same low level as not lying; 
hence no country without it can obtain other states’ trust. It has 
therefore become the precondition whereby a leading state can es-
tablish authority in an international community.

Strategic credibility is a universally accepted moral code among 
states, crossing the boundaries of civilization, culture, politics, and 
governments. In the same way as a credible person is considered 
moral by other people, a credible state is also considered moral by 
other states. The strategic credibility of a leading state signifies to 
other members of a given international community a reliable leader-
ship. Through credible behaviors, a leading state earns the strategic 
confidence of others in it, so lending it greater international author-
ity and ultimately greater power. On the importance to a leading 
state of strategic credibility, Nye says, “Soft power depends on cred-
ibility, and when governments are perceived as manipulative and 
information is seen as propaganda, credibility is destroyed.”57

The level of a leading state’s strategic credibility relates positively 
to its international status and the durability of its leadership. History 
shows that a lack of strategic credibility is generally at the root of 
short-lived interstate leadership. Noting this phenomenon, Xunzi 
said, “Accordingly, one who uses the state to establish justice will be 
a sage king; one who establishes trust will be a hegemon; and one 
who establishes a record of expediency and opportunism will per-
ish.”58 Xunzi’s statement implies that international authority cannot 
be forced on other states but rather requires other states’ voluntary 
acceptance.

The example a leading state sets is instrumental to other states’ 
voluntary acceptance of its leadership. In Chinese traditional cul-
ture, yishen zuoze (以身作则, leading by example), rather than giv-
ing orders, is a main facet of leadership doctrine and relates to Con-
fucius’s argument “It is known that people proactively come to learn 
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rites from masters, but it is never heard that masters proactively  
go to educate others about rites” (Li wen lai xue, bu wen wang jiao, 
礼闻来学, 不闻往教).59 In other words, when people seek to learn 
from someone, it is because they regard him or her as an example. 
Some of the early American political thinkers also advocated ex-
pounding moral principles through example. For instance, John 
Quincy Adams argued that “it was not for the United States to im-
pose its own principles of government upon the rest of mankind, 
but, rather, to attract the rest of mankind through the example of 
the United States,” while Thomas Paine said that “those universal 
principles the United States had put into practice should not be ex-
ported by fire and sword, but presented to the rest of the world 
through successful example.”60

These American thinkers’ cognizance of the risk of war in trying 
to spread morality by force was at the root of their opposition to 
that kind of foreign policy. However, this thought holds little sway 
in modern American IR studies. Since Woodrow Wilson, more and 
more American thinkers have sought to make the world safe for 
democracy by transforming it according to the will of the United 
States. This ideology, known as the Wilsonian conception of de-
mocracy and human rights, has had a strong impact on American 
foreign policy since World War I.61 After World War II, America 
became fixated on waging war in the name of democracy. The 
United States’ persistent and prolonged practice of warring against 
nondemocratic countries has caused certain American IR scholars 
to conflate the implementation of universal morality with the export 
of democracy by force.62 This has contributed to diminished con-
sideration of the distinction between international authority and 
international power.

SUMMARY

Realism has long been misunderstood as an IR theory that ignores 
the role of morality in international politics. In fact, classical realism 
theorists never ignored the functions of morality in their studies on 
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international relations. Resuming classical realism’s concern about 
morality, this book attributes the success of a rising state to its politi-
cal leadership that adopts foreign policy according to universal 
moral codes. There are three levels of morality judgment: individ-
ual, governmental, and international. Governmental morality refers 
to a government’s responsibility to the interests of the people it 
rules. Therefore, it is a public rather than a private morality, as well 
as a universal rather than a national morality.

This book defines capability as strength and power as influence. 
This distinction lays a foundation for modeling political leadership 
as an operational factor that determines the growth or decline of a 
state’s comprehensive capability. The military, the economy, and the 
culture function as the resource elements of comprehensive capabil-
ity, which changes according to the efficiency of political leader-
ship—an operational capability. The efficiency of operational capa-
bility is mainly determined by the direction and execution of 
political reforms initiated by the government. Reform politically 
embraces a moral dimension and is antithetical to retrogression. 
This implies that the political leadership of a state that is able to 
implement more and deeper reforms improves that state’s compre-
hensive capability faster than does the political leadership of other 
states.

The distinction between power and authority helps our under-
standing of the durability of an international leadership. Power is 
based on brute force, and authority is based on others’ trust. Both 
are the resources of a leadership, but the latter entails voluntary ac-
ceptance of that leadership, which the former cannot achieve. It is 
possible for a leading state to improve its international power by 
improving its international authority, but not necessarily the other 
way round. That is why a leadership with high authority lasts longer 
than one of low or zero authority. Strategic credibility is the lowest 
level of international morality, and thus the prerequisite to establish-
ing international authority.
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2
Leadership and Strategic 
Preferences

王霸、安存、危殆、灭亡, 制与在我, 亡乎人。
Domination, or safety, or peril, or destruction,  
all is determined by the Leader.)
XUNZI

The central question that this book wishes to address is how a ris-
ing state, one that has significantly less material capability than the 
dominant state, is able to surpass that state and become the new 
world leader. As the study of international relations has been 
deeply affected by the behaviorism revolution over the past fifty 
years, the type of political leadership as an independent variable 
has been ignored in many realist IR theories for quite some time.1 
This is why many realist theories have not been able to offer an 
explanation for the fast-paced narrowing of the disparity in capa-
bility between China and the United States in the early twenty-first 
century, or for the rapid decline of America’s international leader-
ship in the first six months of Donald Trump’s administration. The 
theory developed in this book incorporates political leadership as 
the key variable in the formula for national capability that provides 
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an explanation of how a rising state is able to surpass the dominant 
state despite having less material capability.

Ancient Chinese political thinkers shared the view that power 
shifts between states result from changes in the rulers of major 
states. They hence treated types of rulers as an independent variable 
in their analysis. However, this approach is not uniquely Chinese. 
In fact, we can find similar analyses in both ancient and modern 
Western political writings.2 The mission of this chapter is not to 
emphasize the importance of political leadership, but to character-
ize the types of political leadership that are concerned with govern-
mental morality, and to study the influences that different types of 
leadership impose on perceptions of the strategic preferences 
through which to achieve national interests.

THE ROLE AND TYPES OF LEADERSHIP

In the 1980s, Robert H. Jackson and Carl G. Rosberg studied the 
relationship between types of leadership and their impact on Afri-
can politics. They said, “In the provision or the destruction of such 
‘political goods’ as peace, order, stability, and non-material secu-
rity, the actions of Africa’s rulers and other leaders have been more 
important than anything else.”3 This emphasis on the importance 
of leadership is applicable beyond just African or developing coun-
tries; the same could be said of every country. The types of national 
leadership and international leadership categorized in this book 
are thus designed not only for China but for all modern leading 
powers.

The Role of Political Leadership

As stated in the first chapter, this book defines political capability as 
the operational variable of comprehensive capability, and political 
leadership as the core component of political capability. Therefore, 
political leadership is treated as a dynamic factor in decision making. 
When the capability of a state remains the same, it is still possible 
for the type of leadership of that state to change and formulate dif-
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ferent foreign strategies. For instance, China’s comprehensive capa-
bility remained the same in 2013, but the newly elected government 
changed China’s foreign strategy from keeping a low profile to striv-
ing for achievements. This was because the new Chinese leader had 
faith in power, while the previous leaders from Deng Xiaoping on-
ward set greater store by wealth.4 This concurs with Margaret Her-
mann and Joe Hagan’s observation: “Leaders define states’ interna-
tional and domestic constraints. Based on their perceptions and 
interpretations, they build expectations, plan strategies, and urge 
actions on their government. . . . Such perceptions help frame gov-
ernment orientations to international affairs.”5

The author regards decision making as a collective action rather 
than the result of a single leader’s individual decision; therefore, 
political leadership in this book refers to the leading group of policy 
makers rather than a single supreme leader. Although there are dif-
ferences between individual top leaders as regards policy making, 
all decisions are still made by a committee, even under a dictator-
ship. For instance, the leaderships headed by Franklin Roosevelt, 
Joseph Stalin, and Adolf Hitler are strikingly different types, whose 
members had different ideologies. Nevertheless, the strategic deci-
sions these leading bodies made during World War II were all based 
on consultations among the members of each one of those leading 
bodies.

A leading body does not denote the supreme leader him- or her-
self but consists of the top leader, close assistants, and the relations 
between them. Noting this, Xunzi says, “If the ruler follows the ex-
ample of sage kings and associates with men advocating governance 
of sage kings, he will be a sage king. If he follows the example of 
hegemony and associates with men advocating hegemony, he will 
be a hegemonic ruler.”6 Morris Fiorina and Kenneth Shepsle regard 
leadership as “a term we apply to one part of a web of mutually de-
pendent anticipations, expectations, and choices. . . . One cannot 
have leaders without followers.”7 I believe that the supreme leader 
and his or her aides naturally coalesce, because like attracting like 
is a common phenomenon in both Chinese and Anglophone societ-
ies. There are similar colloquialisms in the two cultures that reflect 
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this phenomenon. The Chinese have the expression ren yi qun fen, 
wu yi lei ju (人以群分, 物以类聚, human beings are grouped by 
types and animals by species); the English version is “birds of a 
feather flock together.”

In this book, political leadership is categorized according to its 
concrete policies rather than the supreme leader’s personality or the 
beliefs of any individual. Alexander Hamilton says that “the true test 
of a good government is its aptitude and tendency to produce a good 
administration.”8 The categorization is made from the aspect of for-
eign policy making since the purpose of this book is to create an IR 
theory. It is commonplace that members of a decision-making body 
are not always able to agree with one another. If they do not reach 
consensus on a specific issue, the problem might be postponed until 
a decision either is forced or can be reconstituted. As Margaret G. 
Hermann and Joe D. Hagan have observed, scholars have found that 
excessive group cohesion can produce “groupthink,” and premature 
closure around the options preferred by the more powerful policy 
makers.9 Nannerl Keohane noted that “the distinctiveness of leader-
ship is the persistent asymmetry of the top leader and his/her fol-
lowers, so that leaders affect or shape the behavior of followers to a 
greater degree than followers affect or shape the behavior of their 
leaders.”10 This situation is especially obvious during an interna-
tional crisis, when the authority for a final decision tends to be con-
centrated in the top leader, who bears ultimate responsibility for 
maintaining the government in power. Since the leading body’s poli-
cies are usually in alignment with those of the supreme leader, the 
supreme leader can be used as a proxy when conducting qualitative 
analyses.

Types of State Leadership

International and domestic systems are different in nature; the for-
mer is anarchical and the latter hierarchical. Therefore, the two dif-
ferent systems of state leadership and international leadership are 
differently legitimized and performed. A state leadership is politi-
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cally legitimized by law, tradition, or religion, while an international 
leadership rests on material capability and the support of other 
countries. A government can implement plans through directives at 
home but internationally must negotiate with other countries, even 
when they are allies, and obtain their agreement on a strategic plan 
it has formulated. For instance, China issued its global “One Belt 
One Road” (OBOR) plan in 2013.11 Cognizant of the crucial differ-
ences between domestic and international leaderships, the country 
refers to the plan as the “OBOR strategy” at home but calls it the 
“OBOR initiative” in international situations.12 Owing to their dif-
ferent natures, this book categorizes state leadership and interna-
tional leadership according to different variables.

Leadership can be categorized into different types according to 
various criteria. Since this research studies the political leadership 
of great powers at both the domestic and international levels, it uses 
political criteria to categorize it. In general, political leadership re-
fers to a leading body that has the capability to enlist the support of 
other individuals, teams, or organizations in the accomplishment of 
a common task. According to this definition, the criteria for catego-
rizing political leadership should focus on capability to enlist social 
support. Because the basic characters of domestic society and inter-
state society are respectively hierarchical and anarchical, the logic 
with regard to winning domestic support is different from that ap-
plicable to obtaining international support. Therefore, the criteria 
in this book for categorizing state leadership of great powers, from 
the aspect of foreign policy, is the leading body’s sense of national 
responsibility and capacity to carry out its duty, while the criteria 
for classifying interstate leadership is the leading state’s responsibil-
ity to maintain interstate order and strategic credibility in a given 
international system.

State leadership is hence categorized into four types: inactive, 
conservative, proactive, and aggressive, based on two interacting 
independent variables: (1) a leading body’s attitude toward its state’s 
international status quo, and (2) a leading body’s responsibility to-
ward the possible result of its policies. Both of these independent 
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variables are binary. The attitude toward the international status quo 
could be classified as “maintain” or “change,” and leadership respon-
sibility as “responsible” or “irresponsible.” Table 2.1 demonstrates 
the classifications based on these two variables.

In table 2.1, the difference between maintaining and changing the 
status quo is that neither conservative nor inactive leaderships have 
any motivation to enhance the international power of their states, 
while proactive and aggressive leaderships have a strong desire to 
increase their countries’ international power. The difference be-
tween responsible and irresponsible leaderships is that conservative 
and proactive leaderships are capable of acknowledging their mis-
takes in the face of failure and display a willingness to change the 
direction of their policies accordingly. By contrast, inactive and ag-
gressive leaderships are not willing to acknowledge their mistakes, 
even if their policies cause disasters, and will continue with the 
original policies despite all criticisms. Following on from the above 
classifications, we can use the next four categories of leadership as 
references for the corresponding political philosophies.

(1) Inactive leadership—Daoism: a state leadership that subscribes 
to the philosophy of governance by noninterference: wu wei er zhi 
(无为而治, laissez-faire). Such a leadership believes that to main-
tain current international status, the best strategy is to take no ac-
tion. Daoism is a well-known laissez-faire philosophy that many 
people adopt in their way of life.13 Decision makers do not need to 
be learned in or to have read Daoist philosophy to adopt a laissez-
faire style of leadership, just as there are many foreign policy mak-
ers that subscribe to realism even though they have no knowledge 
about IR realist theories. This type of leadership prefers to avoid 

{~?~Table 2.1}

TABLE 2.1: TYPES OF STATE LEADERSHIP

Leadership Responsibility

Attitude toward State’s  
Status Quo Responsible Irresponsible

Maintain status quo Conservative Inactive
Change status quo Proactive Aggressive
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controversy at home and often seeks to accommodate the domes-
tic opposition by granting concessions on foreign policy, an ap-
proach that is unresponsive to international pressures but that 
entails little risk.14

(2) Conservative leadership—economic determinism: a state lead-
ership that advocates maintaining the international status quo, and 
that adopts strategies that maintain the achievements of their pre-
decessors. This type of leadership views economy as the foundation 
of a state’s comprehensive capability. This is also a belief shared by 
both Marxism and liberalism, although the two schools of thought 
may have conflicting perceptions in other aspects. When policy 
makers have no intention of improving their country’s international 
status, and believe in economic determinism, they consider enlarg-
ing economic benefits as the best strategy for maintaining the status 
quo achieved by their predecessors. This type of state leadership is 
more popular than the other three types. Many policy makers in the 
latter years of a dynasty are of this type, because they have no ambi-
tion to attain international power any greater than what their pre-
decessors achieved.

(3) Proactive leadership—political determinism: a state leadership 
that advocates improving a country’s international status by carry-
ing out appropriate reforms. This type of leadership subscribes to 
political determinism and believes that political talents are the de-
cisive factor. It attributes the rise and fall of a state solely to the ca-
pability of that state’s leadership, taking no account of other factors. 
Such a state leadership has rarely existed in any country’s history. 
Among the few great leaders in Chinese history, the rule of Li Shi
min, Emperor Taizong of the Tang Dynasty, represents this type of 
leadership. During his reign (626–49 CE), he and his ministers es-
tablished the highest interstate status quo in Chinese history, known 
as the Governance of Zhenguan. Zhenguan Zhengyao is a collection 
of Emperor Taizong’s quotations and conversations, wherein Li Shi
min acknowledged the mistakes he had made, including erroneous 
martial decisions, four of them in writing, on forty-four occasions 
before his ministers and other subordinates during the first eighteen 
years of his rule.15
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(4) Aggressive leadership—social Darwinism: a state leadership 
with the ambition to increase its country’s international status 
through military means. This type of leadership subscribes to so-
cial Darwinism and believes in the efficacy of violent force, includ-
ing military aggression. The leadership of many state founders was 
of this type. They include Ying Zheng, the first ruler of the Qin 
Empire (221–207 BCE); Genghis Khan, the first ruler of the Mon-
gol Empire (1206–59); and Nurhachi, the first ruler of the Later 
Jin, which became the Qing Empire (1636–1912). Their successful 
establishment of an empire through wars led them to believe that 
winning more wars was the only way to enlarge their countries’ 
interstate power.

In times of peace, this type of leadership may bring disaster to its 
people and undermine the country’s international status. For in-
stance, the leadership headed by Mao Zedong during the Cultural 
Revolution (1966–76) was calamitous for the Chinese people and 
dramatically undermined China’s international status.16 Mao per-
ceived the world as a place for struggles among people that would 
be reshaped to adapt to the primacy of human beings. Kerry Brown, 
a British China watcher, believes that Trump emulates Mao Ze-
dong’s style of political leadership. He says, “The real heir to the 
spirit of Maoist politics sits these days not in Beijing, but several 
time zones away, in Washington. Trump’s tendency to speak directly 
to the public through Twitter and his own personal voice has eerie 
parallels with the way that Mao often subverted his own propagan-
dists and state media, reaching above their heads to the people, 
whom Mao always claimed to stand with.”17 Philip Gordon, an 
American diplomat, described what Trump’s administration had 
inflicted on the United States in the first few months after taking 
office as the unleashing of a barrage of attacks on the underpinnings 
of democratic governance, threatening checks and balances, civil 
liberties, civil rights, and long-established norms at home while con-
tinuing to challenge accepted international norms, and breaking 
with diplomatic traditions abroad.18 It is widely agreed that Trump’s 
leadership undermined American democracy.19
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LEADERSHIPS OF A RISING STATE AND  
STRATEGIC PREFERENCES

As the theory in this book is designed mainly to explain why a rising 
state can replace the dominant state, the following examples will 
focus solely on the strategic preferences of rising states with differ-
ent leaderships. By focusing on rising states, we can control the vari-
able of states’ comprehensive capability, thus making it easier to 
illustrate how different types of state leadership determine strategic 
preferences.

Inactive Leadership—Avoiding Conflicts

Inactive leadership of a rising state tends to avoid the dilemma of 
being a rising power. Sun Xuefeng notes the dilemma and defines 
it as “the rising state’s dilemma” where a rising state strategically 
confronts growing international pressure or negative responses 
from another state that result from the rapid growth of its capabil-
ity and influence.20 Avoiding danger and difficulties is instinctive 
to all animals, including human beings. Xunzi says: “To be fond of 
what is beneficial and to hate what is harmful—these are the char-
acteristics man is born possessing.”21 Therefore, it is natural for 
political leaders to avoid the pressure and problems that accom-
pany the rise of their state. For example: on the one hand, it is al-
most impossible for China to peacefully unite with Taiwan; but on 
the other, there would be a danger of war between China and the 
United States if China were to unite with Taiwan through military 
force. Faced with this dilemma, inactive leaders would change the 
policy of uniting with Taiwan to one of maintaining peace and 
pursuing benefits across the Taiwan Strait.22 This policy avoids  
the danger of war against the United States, the military patron of 
Taiwan.

In the case of power transition, the inactive leadership of a rising 
state is often unable to withstand the dramatically increasing exter-
nal pressure emanating mainly from structural conflicts between the 
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rising state and the dominant state. By lowering its strategic goals 
the rising state can substantially reduce tensions between it and the 
dominant state. In most cases, the inactive leadership of a rising state 
will likely reject the goal of becoming a rising state, and certainly 
make no move to formulate a strategy through which to rise. In 
2004, for example, the Chinese government formally banned the 
term jueqi (崛起 rise) from official documents. The inactive ap-
proach has two obvious advantages: first, this strategy entails a 
lesser degree of statecraft; second, it is demonstrably effective by 
virtue of the resultant rapid reduction of discord with the dominant 
state. In China, most of those in favor of avoiding conflicts with the 
United States follow Laozi’s philosophy of governing by noninterfer-
ence as expounded in his masterpiece the Tao Te Ching.23

Conservative Leadership—Imposing Economic Impacts

The conservative leadership of a rising state tends to adopt foreign 
strategies that exert economic or trade impacts on other countries. 
Following the doctrine of economic determinism, they define econ-
omy as the foundation of a state’s comprehensive capability, and 
economic interest as its primary national interest. Acting in the be-
lief that the rising state’s dilemma is rooted in economic conflicts 
between rising states and other states, this type of leadership opts 
to reduce international pressure by expanding economic relations 
with the states with whom it experiences conflict. In the mid-1990s, 
the strategy of yi jing cu zheng (以经促政, improving political rela-
tions through economic cooperation) became the most popular 
strategy among China’s policy makers and scholars of economic 
determinism.24

Although the strategy of imposing economic impacts cannot re-
duce external pressure as effectively as would directly avoiding con-
flicts, and consequently the risk of war, it can nevertheless tempo-
rarily ease tensions between a rising state and the dominant state. 
Such efficacy serves as evidence of the conservative leadership’s 
wisdom, and of the correctness of the strategy of imposing eco-
nomic impacts. However, one should not be misled into thinking 
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that this exercise of economic determinism is solely motivated by 
economic cooperation, and never with the intent to impose eco-
nomic sanctions. The conservative leadership of a rising state will 
also use economic sanctions to wield economic power over weaker 
states, and subsequently improve relations with them by lifting such 
sanctions. In fact, the effectiveness of this type of strategy is often 
limited to the domain of economics.

Proactive Leadership—Enlarging International Support

The proactive leadership of a rising state tends to favor strategies 
that enlarge international support for its cause. Leadership thus im-
plies a symbiotic relationship between leader and followers. Ac-
cording to this logic, the more followers a leading state has, the more 
powerful its leadership is. For millennia, making alliances has been 
the most popular and effective strategy for leading states to gain 
international support. Nevertheless, the leading state must under-
take certain risks of war, and also the costs of protecting allies in 
maintaining the alliance. Proactive leadership commits to undertak-
ing those risks and costs for the sake of improving its international 
power. Such a strategy, however, will inevitably intensify the struc-
tural conflicts between the rising state and the dominant state, as 
the latter will necessarily attempt to contain the former. Faced with 
such conflicts, the proactive leadership of a rising state will seek al-
lies, especially from among surrounding countries, to obtain the 
political and military support necessary to counter the dominant 
state’s suppression.

By making alliances with neighbors who are enemies of the dom-
inant state, however, a rising state runs the risk of war with the 
dominant state; therefore, this strategy is often employed by gov-
ernments capable of providing strong leadership through proactive 
thinking. China became a rising state during the early twenty-first 
century, yet none of its policy makers have displayed a willingness 
to adopt the alliance strategy. It is mainly because the government 
insisted on the nonalignment principle that the strategy of making 
military alliances has been demonized in China in the post–Cold 
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War period as a “Cold War mentality.”25 Nowadays, only a few Chi-
nese scholars advocate resuming the alliance strategy. They point 
out that China lacks staunch strategic supporters in the international 
arena and believe that no other strategy is more effective for gaining 
China international support than making alliances.26 Their argu-
ment is that China cannot achieve the goal of national rejuvenation 
without substantial international support.27

Aggressive Leadership—Military Expansion

The aggressive leadership of a rising state espouses military expan-
sion. Because forcefully obtaining benefits is a strategy favorable to 
the strong in competition against the weak, such leadership of rising 
states often adopt the opportunistic policy of initiating military at-
tacks against lesser states, including the allies of the dominant state. 
This strategy, however, may trigger a major war resulting from the 
escalation of military clashes between the rising state and an ally of 
the dominant state.

As the military expansion strategy carries a high risk of failure, 
aggressive policy makers are often immune to the instinctive human 
fear of war. China has not been involved in a war for nearly thirty 
years, since 1989. This would not imply that no aggressive leadership 
has been established in contemporary China because ultraleftism is 
shaping such a leadership. Certain Chinese military officers are ad-
vocating the adoption of a military expansion strategy to achieve 
China’s national rejuvenation, arguing that military expansion and 
invoking the aggressive wars that the Western powers historically 
waged is the only feasible approach to seizing international domi-
nant power.28

The above analysis matches four ideal types of strategic prefer-
ences (avoiding conflicts, imposing economic impacts, enlarging 
international support, and military expansion) with four ideal types 
of leadership (inactive, conservative, proactive, and aggressive) of 
rising states. Since the types of state leadership are categorized ac-
cording to their responsibility to their national status, the catego-
rization of strategic preferences is decided by the relative efficiency 
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of different strategies for improving national status. In fact, the state 
leaderships and strategic preferences of most rising states consist 
in hybrids of any two types mentioned above. By using these ideal 
types of leadership it is possible to predict the strategic preferences 
of different rising states as well as those of the different leaderships 
of a given rising state.

Changes in Leadership Type

It is important to note that the type of leadership of any state is sus-
ceptible to change, one that may occur without any significant 
change in the resource elements of a state’s capability. There are 
often two mechanisms through which a change in leadership type 
can happen: regime change and self-transformation of leadership.

Regime change refers to the change in a state’s supreme leader 
and is often accompanied by the establishment of a new leading 
body. The Chinese nationalist government was replaced by the Chi-
nese Communist Party in 1949. This constitutes the most popular 
type of regime change. The change of US president from a Democrat 
to a Republican is another type of regime change. Both types may 
cause a change in leadership type. For instance, the type of US lead-
ership changed from conservative to proactive when Bill Clinton 
replaced George H. W. Bush as American president in 1993. When 
George W. Bush took over the presidency from Clinton in 2001, the 
US leadership type changed from proactive to aggressive. When 
Obama entered the White House in 2009, the leadership type 
changed from aggressive to conservative. When Trump took office 
in the White House, he established an aggressive economic political 
leadership—a hybrid of the conservative and aggressive types.

Self-transformation of leadership refers to the change in the type 
of leadership when headed by the same supreme leader. When the 
supreme leader stays in power for only a short period of time, there 
is little likelihood that the state leadership he represents will un-
dergo a change in type. However, the leadership type may change 
in the latter part of his rule, when his power is either consolidated 
or undermined, owing to his having been in power for an extended 
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period. Political leaders who have been in power a long time often 
become more impulsive, less risk aware, and less adept at seeing 
things from any point of view other than their own. Modern re-
search by psychologists and neuroscientists has shown that power 
can adversely affect the brain. Based on a study of US presidents and 
UK prime ministers over the course of a century, neurologists David 
Owen and Jonathan Davidson concluded: “Hubris syndrome is a 
disorder of the possession of power, particularly power which has 
been associated with overwhelming success, held for a period of 
years and with minimal constraint on the leader.”29 After years of lab 
and field experiments, Dacher Keltner and colleagues, a group of 
psychologists, found that “the excesses of powerful leaders—their 
propensity for disinhibited behavior and stereotypic, error-prone 
social perceptions—are certain to feed into the processes that lead 
to changes in leadership.”30 Jeremy Hogeveen and colleagues, a 
group of neuroscientists, strongly suggest that power is negatively 
related to motor resonance, and that the powerful tend to be disin-
clined to gain a deep understanding of the less powerful.31

Yet we have observed many political leaders who have undergone 
substantial changes in their political perspectives in the latter part 
of their political careers. Former Egyptian president Anwar el-Sadat 
was an anti-Semite yet at the age of sixty-two took the lead among 
Arab states to establish diplomatic relations with Israel. Former Is-
raeli prime minister Yitzhak Rabin fought in many wars against Arab 
countries and the Palestine Liberation Army, yet in the year he 
turned seventy-one he pursued the Oslo Accords with Palestine. 
Former American president Richard Nixon was a strong anticom-
munist ideologue yet at the age of fifty-eight decided to initiate US 
relations with China while it was under the rule of Mao Zedong. The 
most recent example is Vladimir Putin, who served as Russian presi-
dent from 2000 to 2008, as premier from 2008 to 2012, and as presi-
dent again since 2012. During his eighteen-year rule, Putin has 
gradually consolidated his personal power in Russia to an unchal-
lengeable extent. The national leadership represented by him thus 
changed from proactive, in his first term of presidency, to aggressive 
in his current term.
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Identifying the leadership type of a rising state can help us to 
predict the strategic preference of that state, but not to forecast 
whether that strategic preference wins the competition between the 
rising state and the dominant state. The result of this strategic com-
petition is dependent on the respective strategies of both sides, 
rather than on the decision of just one side. In most cases it is the 
outcome of interaction between multiple decisions. Guanzi says, 
“When your own state is well governed and your neighbors are 
badly ruled, these two conditions are the basis for you to establish 
a hegemon or a sage king.”32 This means that the correctness of one 
player’s strategic decision will not necessarily secure the result of a 
game with two players. Williamson Murray defines strategy as “a 
process, a constant adaptation to shifting conditions and circum-
stances in a world where chance, uncertainty, and ambiguity domi-
nate.”33 Based on the insightful ideas of Guanzi and Murray, I would 
argue that, out of all four strategic preferences, the proactive strat-
egy stands the best chance of leading to the successful rise of a state, 
but there is no guarantee.

When a dominant state and a rising state are both governed by 
the same type of leadership, the former, owing to its advantageous 
capability of resources, will have a better chance than the latter of 
winning the competition between them. When the leaderships of 
both are the proactive type, the dominant state will have a better 
chance of consolidating or even improving its international domi-
nance, while the rising state will have fewer opportunities to achieve 
its goal. Obtaining international power is different from obtaining 
the reign over a government. Xunzi says, “A state, being a small 
thing, can be obtained by villains through dishonest ways and held 
by them for a while. The all under heaven is a great entity, so it is 
impossible for villains to obtain it through dishonest ways and hold 
it.”34 Inspired by Xunzi’s statement, the author suggests that the re-
sult of the strategic competition between a rising state and a domi-
nant state is mainly decided by the disparity between them of the 
leadership capability necessary to win international support. In 
other words, the side that wins the most international support will 
win the competition.
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STRATEGIC CREDIBILITY AND  
INTERNATIONAL LEADERSHIP

This book defines the core morality of a leading state as responsible 
and benevolent governance at the domestic level, and high strategic 
credibility at the international level. The type of international lead-
ership provided by a leading state is determined according to 
whether or not the leadership values its international strategic cred-
ibility. Thus, international leadership can be categorized into four 
types: humane authority, hegemony, anemocracy, and tyranny. The 
four types of international leadership have different preferences as 
regards exercising their leadership in an international system.

International Strategic Credibility

Unlike state leadership, which is based on political power, interna-
tional leadership mainly rests on national capability and strategic 
credibility. National capability is the instrument through which an 
actor exercises international leadership, and strategic credibility le-
gitimizes an actor, so enabling him to attract international followers. 
Therefore, high international strategic credibility helps a strong 
state to provide gladly received international leadership. According 
to the distinction made in chapter 1 between power and authority, 
the authority of an international leadership is established on the 
basis of its high strategic credibility rather than on its national capa-
bility. Therefore, a leading state can enjoy high international author-
ity only by retaining high strategic credibility.

International strategic credibility consists in both the legitimacy 
of international leadership and the political capability of that leader-
ship. High international credibility usually leads to greater political 
capability. As the operational element of comprehensive capability, 
political capability can multiplicatively increase the effect of a lead-
ing state’s resource capability. High credibility, therefore, can dra-
matically improve a rising state’s comprehensive capability. This 
logic makes it possible for a rising state with high strategic credibil-
ity to reduce its disparity in comprehensive capability with the 
dominant state, even when its resource components of capability 
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are by far the lesser of the two. The same logic can also be applied 
to a dominant state that tries to increase its superiority over a rising 
state by improving its strategic credibility.

The mechanism through which to convert international strategic 
credibility into improved comprehensive capability is reliance on 
the support of allies. By improving its strategic credibility, a leading 
state is able to gain more allies and wider international support. Hav-
ing more allies avails a leading state more material resources through 
which to handle international difficulties; it also carries the bonus 
benefit of reducing the availability of international resources to ri-
vals. This process will gradually change the disparity in comprehen-
sive capability between the rising state and the dominant state. 
When the coalitions headed by the rising state overwhelm those led 
by the dominant state in terms of capability, the dominant state will 
have no other choice but to relinquish its pole position to the rising 
state. Conversely, the dominant state is able to constrain the rising 
state from expanding international support by making more allies, 
thereby consolidating the alliance it heads. This is why the number 
of allies is often used as a key index of international strategic credi-
bility and political popularity. Providing security protection for 
other states, especially neighbors, through alliances is the main ap-
proach whereby a leading state establishes international strategic 
credibility.

After the Cold War, the Clinton administration improved Amer-
ica’s strategic credibility by making more allies, mainly through ex-
panding NATO.35 The strategy of enlarging alliances helped the 
United States both to contain Russia and to effectively constrain 
China from gaining the international power commensurate with its 
quickly growing economic capability. Concurrently, although China 
became the second-largest world economy in 2010, it still has been 
insisting on a nonalignment principle and has been reluctant to pro-
vide security protection for other countries, including its neighbors. 
China’s nonalignment policy undermines its international credibil-
ity and was a favorable factor in Obama’s strategy of rebalancing 
toward the Asia-Pacific.

Trump’s presidency is an example of how an international leader-
ship is undermined by ignoring the value of alliance. Six months into 
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Trump’s leadership, the United States had not experienced any 
change in resource capability; however, its international leader-
ship had dramatically diminished. Western countries are no lon-
ger comfortable with looking to the United States as leader of the 
free world. During the NATO summit in May 2017, President 
Trump complained that European members of NATO had not 
contributed their “fair share” of resources toward their defense. 
In private meetings, NATO leaders expressed dismay at Trump’s 
behavior and bearing, to the extent that the ultracautious German 
chancellor Angela Merkel declared in a major speech shortly after 
Trump’s departure that Europeans could no longer completely 
rely on the United States.36 “We Europeans truly have to take our 
fate into our own hands,” Merkel said, adding, “We have to fight for 
our own destiny.”37

Types of International Leadership

At the end of World War II, the international leaders dominating the 
world stage were Joseph Stalin, Winston Churchill, Charles De 
Gaulle, and Harry Truman, all of whom, on reflection, seem to have 
been larger than life. In the twenty-first century, international lead-
ers are said to be limited because their key systematic constraints 
are no longer security issues but economic and environmental ones. 
In fact, this is not true. International leadership is still the key factor 
of international order. International leaders are called on to decide 
how to frame what is happening in the international arena through 
their involvement in establishing regional and global regimes, as 
well as in defining the rules and norms that will guide the interna-
tional system into the future.

International leadership requires international followers; that is 
to say, there can be no leadership if there are no followers. However, 
other states do not follow different leaderships for the same reasons. 
Therefore, the type of international leadership is closely related to 
the level of authority that particular leadership carries. Since strate-
gic credibility and a consistent principle of actions are the necessary 
conditions for establishing international authority, we can categorize 
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international leadership according to these two variables. The stra-
tegic credibility variable has two values: trustworthy and untrust-
worthy; the two values of the action principle variable are: consis-
tent and double standard. Thus, we have four types of international 
leadership: humane authority, hegemony, anemocracy, and tyranny 
(see table 2.2). This categorization is inspired by the three types of 
rulers as classified by Xunzi. He says, “Accordingly, one who uses the 
state to establish justice will be a sage king; one who establishes trust 
will be a hegemon; and one who performs political deception will 
perish.”38 He defines the different approaches of the three types of 
rulers to governing a society as: “a sage king who tries to win men; 
a hegemon to acquire allies; a tyrant to capture land.”39 The four 
types of categorization here actually add anemocracy, between he-
gemony and tyranny, as a new type of international leadership.

Humane authority leadership. When an international leadership is 
trustworthy and its policies are consistent, it is categorized as a hu-
mane authority. Such an international leadership adopts foreign 
policies in accordance with international norms and is strategically 
trustworthy. In an international system, a leading state is deemed a 
humane authority by others if it practices moral principles; that is 
to say, it maintains high strategic credibility and pursues interna-
tional order in the following three ways: (1) by setting itself as a good 
example to other states through actions in accordance with interna-
tional norms; (2) by promoting beneficial international norms 
through rewarding the states that obey these norms; and (3) by pun-
ishing the states that violate international norms.40 Guanzi makes a 
distinction between humane authority and hegemony, saying “One 
able to enrich the state is a hegemon, while one able to rectify wrong 

TABLE 2.2: TYPES OF INTERNATIONAL LEADERSHIP

Strategic Credibility

Principle of Actions Trustworthy Untrustworthy

Consistent Humane authority Tyranny
Double standard Hegemony Anemocracy
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states is a sage king.”41 Since the leadership of a humane authority 
is able to rectify those states that disturb the international order, 
the order based on its leadership can durably be maintained. The 
Western Zhou Dynasty in the ancient Chinese interstate system is 
generally acknowledged as a model of humane authority that exer-
cised enduring and stable maintenance of a relatively peaceful in-
terstate order.

Humane authority constitutes a high moral standard of interna-
tional leadership. Therefore, there have been few such leaderships 
throughout history. In modern history, Franklin D. Roosevelt’s ad-
ministration may serve as a representative of this type. Under his 
leadership, American troops liberated many countries occupied by 
Nazi Germany and militarist Japan during World War II. Such ac-
tions were known as xing mie guo, ji jue shi (兴灭国, 继绝世, the 
revival of states that had been extinguished and restoration of fami-
lies whose line of succession had been broken) and accorded with 
the Confucian standard of humane authority leadership.42 Roos-
evelt’s administration, as a humane authority leadership, made a 
great contribution to the establishment of the United Nations. Un-
fortunately, President Roosevelt passed away before the UN’s estab-
lishment on October 24, 1945, leaving no hope of carrying on that 
type of international leadership after World War II. Postwar history 
could otherwise have been much different.

Hegemonic leadership. When an international leadership is trust-
worthy but follows a double standard, it is classified as hegemonic. 
Such a leadership applies a double standard to policy making, inso-
far as it is helpful to its allies and, therefore, trusted, because it 
makes good on its pledges to them, but is meanwhile ruthless to-
ward its rivals, who, therefore, would never expect the hegemonic 
state to follow international norms. With regard to strategic credibil-
ity and moral actions, the hegemonic leadership is no match for that 
of humane authority but is much better than an anemocracy or a 
tyranny. The hegemonic leadership will maintain its strategic cred-
ibility within an alliance while adopting the law of the jungle as the 
principle for dealing with nonallies. This contributes to maintaining 
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the solidarity and stability of the alliance headed by a hegemonic 
state but undermines the stability of the international system as a 
whole. Thus, the international order dominated by a hegemonic 
state is relatively peaceful compared to one dominated by an ane-
mocracy or tyranny, but far less peaceful than one led by a state of 
humane authority.43 The State of Qi was a hegemon in the Spring 
and Autumn period and in 651 BCE organized the then largest alli-
ance (of seven states) in the ancient Chinese interstate system. 
Under the rule of the Duke Huan, the State of Qi demonstrated the 
actions and strategies espoused by a hegemonic leadership.44 The 
US and Soviet governments during the Cold War are usually re-
garded as modern representatives of hegemonic leadership.

Adhering to the content of international treaties that a leading 
state has signed is regarded as a moral action, and the leadership it 
offers is usually deemed a reliable and humane authority. In con-
trast, pursuing a double standard when practicing international 
norms is criticized as immoral, and the actor is treated as an unreli-
able state. The double-standard principle of a leading power is often 
viewed as hypocrisy. In fact there are nuances between hypocrisy 
and the double standard. The former implies that actors know that 
their behavior is immoral. As La Rochefoucauld says, “Hypocrisy is 
the homage vice pays to virtue.”45 The latter, however, often implies 
that actors believe it legitimate to pursue a double-standard prin-
ciple without any feeling of guilt. For instance, Western states be-
lieved it moral after the Cold War to support secessionism in au-
thoritarian regimes but not in democratic countries.

Anemocratic leadership. The leadership of a leading state that both 
is untrustworthy and follows a double standard is classified as an 
anemocracy. This type of leadership is irresponsible and adopts for-
eign policies simply because they accord with those chosen by other 
major states. This implies a leadership that bullies states weaker than 
itself, bows to those that are stronger or tougher, and is hence stra-
tegically untrustworthy. An anemocracy will not take responsibil-
ity for maintaining international norms, and its actions are often 
contradictory and confused. As its inconsistent policies make it 
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unpredictable, the anemocracy has zero credit among its allies. The 
unreliable character of such leadership inclines other members of 
that interstate system to rely on their own military force to survive. 
As a consequence, military solutions become the popular outcomes 
of conflicts between states.

In Chinese history, King You, who reigned during the Zhou Dy-
nasty during 781–771 BCE, typifies an anemocratic leadership. For 
the sake of entertaining Bao Si, his favorite concubine, he lit a bea-
con to trick his allies into sending troops to save him. After being so 
duped, none of his allies sent troops to help him when foreign pow-
ers really did invade his state.46 As there can be no order in an inter-
state system under this type of leadership, an anemocracy is doomed 
to destruction. Some American scholars view Donald Trump’s ad-
ministration as this type of leadership. Soon after Trump’s an-
nouncement of the United States’ withdrawal from the 2015 Paris 
climate agreement, Nobel laureate Joseph E. Stiglitz published an 
article titled “Trump’s Rogue America.”47 Pulitzer Prize–winning 
journalist Thomas L. Friedman went so far as to call Trump a Chi-
nese “agent,”48 and John Ikenberry, a professor from Princeton Uni-
versity, said, “the world’s most powerful state has begun to sabotage 
the order it created. A hostile revisionist power has indeed arrived 
on the scene, but it sits in the Oval Office, the beating heart of the 
free world.”49

Tyrannical leadership. When a leadership is untrustworthy but con-
sistent, it is classified as a tyranny. Jackson and Rosberg say, “In a 
tyranny, not only legal but also all moral constraints on the exercise 
of power are absent, with the consequence that power is exercised 
in a completely arbitrary fashion according to the impulses of the 
ruler and his agents.”50 A tyrannical leadership always adopts foreign 
policies that are consistent with the principle of realpolitik, thus 
neither ally nor rival is willing to trust it. An obvious difference be-
tween the leaderships of an anemocracy and of a tyranny is that the 
former fears the strong or tough but the latter does not. A leading 
state is classified as a tyranny if its leadership is based on others’ fear, 
and it has no strategic credit with respect to adhering to interna-
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tional norms. The immoral actions of a tyranny undermine the 
moral principles that other states practice while strengthening the 
law of the jungle in anarchical systems. When a tyrannical state is 
the dominant power, it takes the lead in undermining international 
moral codes, which inevitably tempts other states to imitate its ac-
tions. Thus, moral norms perish rather than expand, and the inter-
state society led by a tyrannical state is consequently often at war.51

Take the Qin Dynasty as an example: it was the first Chinese 
empire, and infamous for its brutal reign. It created an interstate 
order through its leadership in 221 BCE that lasted only fourteen 
years. Over the next two millennia, this has been the case most often 
cited by Chinese historians as illustrating how material capability 
alone is insufficient to maintain interstate order. In modern history, 
the German Nazi government headed by Adolf Hitler and the Japa-
nese militarist government during World War II are generally re-
garded as representatives of tyrannical leadership.

Although there are four categories each of state leadership and 
of international leadership, they do not have a one-to-one corre-
spondence, because the two systems of leadership are qualitatively 
different. State leadership undertakes responsibility only for its own 
country, and is thus concerned solely with its country’s interests. 
International leadership undertakes responsibility for both its own 
country and the order of the international system. Because of this 
fundamental difference, a leading power may have different strategic 
preferences at the domestic and international levels respectively. It 
would be a misconception to believe that a state leadership that can 
expand the comprehensive capability of its own country is neces-
sarily a good one for the international community. Theoretically 
speaking, inactive and aggressive leaderships place less value on 
strategic credibility than conservative and proactive leaderships do, 
but that does not guarantee that the latter are humane authority 
leaderships. To be a humane authority, the international leadership 
must push for international strategic credibility as an international 
norm. Doing so requires the leadership to use international strategic 
credibility as an instrument to enhance the international authority 
of its own state.
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THE PRINCIPLE OF HUMANE AUTHORITY

In the previous section we discussed the correlation between types 
of international leadership and the influence of their foreign policy 
on international order. Among the four types of international lead-
ership, humane authority and hegemony, rather than anemocracy 
and tyranny, have the ability to maintain a relatively stable interna-
tional order. Nevertheless, wangdao (王道, the principle of humane 
authority) and badao (霸道, the principle of hegemony) are quite 
different with respect to the ways they provide international leader-
ship. This section will clarify the differences between these two 
principles of international leadership, and discuss the means through 
which the principle of humane authority can find application in 
shaping the present international order. The most important pre-
condition for implementing the humane authority principle lies in 
the consistency between the leading power’s domestic ideology and 
the ideology it advocates internationally.

The Different Principles of Hegemony and Humane Authority

As far back as antiquity, whenever China rose to a leading position 
in East Asia, a debate arose among high-ranking officials in the royal 
court and ordinary scholars too about the contrasting ruling prin-
ciples of humane authority and hegemony. Starting out from the 
belief that humans are self-interested, the principle of humane au-
thority encourages China’s rulers to adopt a benevolent foreign 
policy toward their weaker neighbors in the expectation that recipi-
ents of said benevolence will express gratitude for the benefits pro-
vided by following such leadership.52 In contrast, the principle of 
hegemonic rule advocates that China’s leaders adopt a deterrent 
strategy toward its neighbors. Based on the belief that human beings 
place greater value on what they might lose than what they stand to 
gain, the principle of hegemony argues that China’s neighbors will 
value more what they stand to lose by challenging China’s leadership 
than what they might gain from following said leadership.53 Al-
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though both principles maintain that the only method of preserving 
interstate order is through the establishment of a hierarchical system 
based on a leading state’s superior capability, humane authority 
tends toward use of the carrot while hegemony advocates the stick 
in this regard.

Because “hegemony” has negative connotations in modern 
times, its supporters have tried to find a more palatable descriptor 
for the concept. Chinese disciples have replaced the principle of 
hegemony with xiong cai da lue (雄才大略, great talent and bold 
vision), while American adherents have coined the phrase “benevo-
lent hegemon” to distinguish American hegemony from its histori-
cal counterparts.54 However, neither xiong cai da lue nor “benevo-
lent hegemon” adequately expresses the different tenets that link 
hegemony with a better type of international leadership; conse-
quently both are no more than sugar coatings for the hegemonic 
principle.

Rather than contrive more palatable terms for the hegemonic 
principle, ancient Chinese thinkers distinguished the types of in-
terstate leadership according to their ruling principles. For in-
stance, Guanzi categorized interstate leadership according to de-
scending levels of good governance: huang (皇, the grand ruler), 
di (帝, emperor), wang (王, humane authority), and ba (霸, hege-
mon).55 Guanzi proposed that a humane authority understands 
morality while a hegemon knows how to win wars.56 Xunzi pro-
posed that the difference between humane authority and hege-
mony does not lie in power, but in morality. He distinguished the 
two in light of the former’s ability to win the voluntary subordina-
tion of others through moral actions, and the latter’s to build alli-
ances through establishment of strategic credibility.57 Mencius 
made a similar distinction, holding that humane authority practices 
benevolence through morality while a hegemon feigns benevo-
lence while relying on might.58 Mencius may have been the first of 
the philosophers to characterize hegemony in a negative light, but 
his definition of hegemony is nonetheless closest to the connota-
tion of a “benevolent hegemon.”
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Possibility of Humane Authority Leadership

It is true to say that the principle of humane authority has only a 
slight chance of becoming the doctrine of the new international 
leadership at the present time; the contemporary world is after all 
quite different in many aspects than the ancient Chinese interstate 
system. Nevertheless, the rise of China affords the possibility that 
the values of humane authority will be transposed to the present day 
according to the needs of future world leadership.

The advantages of Chinese traditional values constitute the favor-
able conditions under which new international leading powers may 
adopt the principle of humane authority, but they are not in them-
selves sufficient. The principle of humane authority also tradition-
ally requires consistency between a ruler’s internal governance and 
his or her conduct of foreign affairs, known as neisheng waiwang 
(内圣外王, domestic governance follows the principle of the sage, 
and foreign policies follow the principle of humane authority).59 
With respect to modern politics, neisheng waiwang calls for both 
domestic and foreign policies to be rooted in humane values. For 
this reason, the important precondition for the elevation of humane 
authority is that of the consistency of values espoused by leading 
states at home and abroad. For instance, liberalism has become the 
contemporary mainstream value since the end of the Cold War most 
closely associated with the domestic policies of the American gov-
ernment. This argument does not deny the important influence of 
European governments but rather emphasizes the crucial role of the 
leading state’s domestic policies in maintaining the dominant posi-
tion of liberalism. This argument is further supported by the fact 
that liberalism’s global influence declined rapidly after the American 
government began advocating anti-establishmentarianism at home 
in 2017.60

Although China stands poised to be the most powerful rising 
state in the coming decade, that the world might witness its full 
embrace of the principle of humane authority as a new type of in-
ternational leadership in the foreseeable future is less possible, 
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owing in part to the current Chinese government’s pursuit of differ-
ent values at home and abroad. However, differing from their par-
ents’ political mentality, Chinese millennials are politically open and 
individualistic because of their modern educational background and 
international experience and have learned about both traditional 
Chinese culture and modern science in their primary education. 
Unlike their parents, who during childhood were subjected to mis-
taken concepts about the rest of the world, this younger generation 
studied foreign languages as children and also learned about differ-
ent cultures. Therefore, it would not be difficult for leaders from this 
generation to understand the logic whereby a leading state has a 
greater chance of maintaining a long-term dominant status through 
adoption of the principle of humane authority. As the relationship 
between leading and lesser states in any international system is 
asymmetric, as regards both capability and interdependency, the 
principle of humane authority will enable lesser states to realize the 
benefits of aligning with the leading state through trading off asym-
metrical wants for lasting security.61 Thus, under such a model, in-
ternational support for a new type of leading state will see greater 
stability and longevity.

SUMMARY

Different types of political leadership tend to adopt different strate-
gies even if the state’s capability and external environment remain 
the same. Therefore, the political leadership of a leading state is in-
tegral to changes in that state’s comprehensive capability, interna-
tional power, and international authority. State leadership is based 
on a hierarchical power structure; thus, policy makers are able to 
carry out their decisions through institutionalized forces. By con-
trast, international leadership is executed in an anarchical system; 
thus, leading powers must implement their strategies through co-
operation or coercion between independent states. Therefore, state 
leadership and international leadership are categorized into differ-
ent typologies. State leadership is classified into four types: inactive, 
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conservative, proactive, and aggressive. International leadership is 
also categorized under four types: humane authority, hegemony, 
anemocracy, and tyranny.

Because inactive, conservative, proactive, and aggressive leader-
ships believe in Daoism, economic determinism, political determin-
ism, and social Darwinism respectively, their strategic preferences 
vary accordingly. When dealing with the rising state’s dilemma, the 
four types of leadership of a rising state are most likely to opt for 
the strategies of avoiding conflicts, imposing economic impacts, 
enlarging international support, and military expansion respec-
tively. The four types of international leadership usually adopt dif-
ferent foreign strategies to maintain the order of an international 
system. A humane authority adopts policies according to interna-
tional moral codes, a hegemony practices the principle of double 
standards, an anemocracy behaves irresponsibly, and a tyranny acts 
according to the realpolitik principle.

These four categories each of state leadership and of international 
leadership, however, do not correspond with each other. The lead-
ership of a leading state that is able to improve its national capability 
does not necessarily provide a benevolent international leadership 
or create a stable order of the international system. It is also true to 
say that a government that undermines its international status is not 
necessarily a tyrannical international leadership. In this book, the 
categories of both state leadership and international leadership are 
ideal types. By drawing comparisons between these ideal types of 
leadership, we can identify the dominant character of a given leader-
ship and predict its strategic preference with regard to foreign policy 
making, and its attitude toward international norms. In real life, 
most state or international leaderships are hybrids of two types; 
thus, analyses of foreign policies should use the ideal leadership 
types as references rather than being constrained by categories.

In the era of globalization, the principle of humane authority 
maintains certain advantages with respect to becoming the doctrine 
of international leadership. Distinct from both traditional hege-
mony and American benevolent hegemony, it will embrace certain 
humanitarian values into its core values, so enabling its leadership 
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to become favorable to the majority of UN members. Its moral prin-
ciples can intensify its followers’ confidence in a leadership of hu-
mane authority. However, to achieve universal adoption, humane 
authority requires consistency between a leading state’s domestic 
ideology and the political values it pursues abroad. Unfortunately, 
the present Chinese government is conflicted in this regard, and 
thus the Chinese leadership of the next generation bears moral real-
ist expectations.
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3
Corollaries of  
International Change

满招损, 谦受益, 时乃天道。
(He who is proud shall fall, he who is humble shall prosper, 
such is the Way of the world.)
YU THE GREAT

Based on the definitions in chapter 1 of morality, capability, power, 
and authority, and the roles of leadership types as discussed in chap-
ter 2, this chapter will expound a new theory about changes in in-
ternational configurations, norms, orders, and systems. As a branch 
of IR realism, this theory follows fundamental realist assumptions, 
paramount among which is that the nature of interstate relations 
has not changed fundamentally throughout human history. Mor-
genthau says, “Human nature, in which the laws of politics have 
their roots, has not changed since the classical philosophies of 
China, India, and Greece endeavored to discover these laws.”1 Thus, 
if Guanzi, prime minster of Qi, a hegemon in the seventh century 
BCE, were placed in our midst today he would have no problem 
understanding the power struggles of our age. In this chapter, the 
four corollaries derived from these assumptions are shown to be 

COROLLARIES OF CHANGE

Yan.indb   54 12/19/2018   8:55:49 AM



Corollaries of Change 55

L

SS

L

mutually related and contain logically deduced conclusions. The 
following discussions will deal with the detailed relationships 
among the variables of political leadership, international configura-
tions, foreign strategies, international norms, international orders, 
and international systems.

STATE LEADERSHIP AND CHANGE OF  
POWER CONFIGURATION

History has witnessed several instances where a rising state has dra-
matically reduced its disparity in capability with a dominant state 
that is more advanced in almost all visible domains, including politi-
cal institutions, ideology, technology, education, economy, and 
military, than the rising state. This phenomenon provides the impe-
tus for this section to attribute the power transition from a dominant 
state to a rising state to improvements in the rising state’s leadership, 
and to the decline in leadership of the dominant state. Therefore, 
the logic of the first corollary is that different types of state leader-
ship result in the uneven growth of the capability of major powers, 
which, if it continues over decades, will lead to a change in the entire 
international configuration.

Corollary 1: Improvements and Declines of State Leadership 

Lead to Changes in Relative Capability between States 

and Eventually the Entire International Configuration

Realism assumes that differential growth of capability between 
states is a law of nature. In this world, natural growth is uneven—
there are innumerable variables having impact on individuals’ 
growth, many of which defy equal influence, such that identical 
growth is a statistical improbability. Even identical twins develop 
unique fingerprints. The law of differential growth also governs 
states’ capability. Along with the differential growth of each state’s 
capability, the capability structure between them gradually changes 
in favor of those that grow the fastest and hence leads to power re-
distribution and sometimes the shift of world power from dominant 

Yan.indb   55 12/19/2018   8:55:49 AM



56 chapter 3

L

SS

L

states to rising states. Based on this assumption, we can discuss cor-
ollary 1 in two aspects; the first, how does leadership influence the 
growth of capability? And the second, what impact do leadership 
types have on changes in power distribution?

(1) State Leadership Determines the Growth 

or Decline of That State’s Capability

In chapter 1, we created the formula for national comprehensive 
capability: CC = (M+E+C) ⋅ P. In breaking down the political ca-
pability in this formula, we focus on conscious human activity, that 
is, political leadership, because it is the operator of military, eco-
nomic, and cultural resources that can play a role in international 
politics only when exploited by the governing body of a state. As an 
operational element, political leadership plays the essential role in 
improving, maintaining, or undermining state capability. An effi-
cient political leadership is able not only to accelerate the growth of 
economic, military, and cultural resources, but also to enlarge the 
utility of these resources. In addition, an efficient leadership is able 
to win both domestic and foreign support, which improves a state’s 
capability and international power.

Following the above logic, we can develop an explanation of the 
mechanism behind the law of differential growth of state capability. 
As state leadership is the foundation on which resource elements 
can be transferred to its capability, the different efficiency of each 
state’s leadership results in differential growths between states in 
two aspects. First, the differing efficiencies of state leadership cause 
the resource elements to increase at different rates. Second, these 
differing efficiencies cause the same amounts of resource elements 
to enact different capabilities. As Guanzi said, “If a state is huge but 
the achievements of its government are insignificant, the state will 
become insignificant. If a state is small but the achievements of its 
government are significant, the state will become significant.”2

Both the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991 and the escalating 
decline of the United States in 2017 support the idea that state lead-
ership is more important than the resource elements of a state’s 
comprehensive capability. Taking the first example, when the Soviet 
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government announced its demise at the end of 1991 it still had a 
much stronger military, economy, and cultural capacity than most 
countries. Its collapse was the result of the reduction to zero of the 
efficiency of state leadership, whereby the capabilities of all re-
source elements ceased to have any effect. As to the second exam-
ple, the present US government is unable to mobilize either domes-
tic or international support for its policies. The decline of its leading 
capability thus undermines the effect of America’s comprehensive 
capability, including its international influence. “According to a new 
Pew Research Center survey spanning thirty-seven nations in 2017, 
a median of just 22 percent has confidence in President Trump to 
do the right thing when it comes to international affairs. This stands 
in contrast to the final years of Barack Obama’s presidency, when a 
median of 64 percent expressed confidence in Trump’s predecessor 
to direct America’s role in the world.”3 A Gallup poll produced simi-
lar results. Only 30 percent of people interviewed in 134 countries 
in late 2017 approved of American leadership under Trump, a drop 
of nearly twenty percentage points since Obama’s final year.4

(2) Different Leaderships between Dominant and Rising States 

Determine Changes in the International Configuration

The international configuration refers to the power structure, which 
is decided by both the major states’ relative capabilities and their 
strategic relations with each other. In theoretical IR studies, the 
three ideal shapes of international configuration are unipolar, bipo-
lar, and multipolar. In the real world, there are many hybrids be-
tween any two of these three ideal shapes. Because an international 
configuration is composed of both the capability structure of pow-
erful states and the strategic relations between them, changes in 
international configurations are due not only to the rise and fall in 
capability of powerful states, but also to the influence of fluctuations 
in their alliance numbers.5

For example, the transformation of the international configura-
tion from bipolar during the Cold War to unipolar in the post–Cold 
War era was driven by (1) the enlarged disparity in capability be-
tween Russia and the United States (change in states’ capability) and 
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(2) the disintegration of the Warsaw Pact whereby Russia lost its 
allies (decrease in the number of alliances). With regard to the terms 
of leadership of their respective alliances, the United States per-
formed much better than the Soviet Union during the Cold War. The 
Soviet Union’s leadership of the Warsaw Pact was brutal, its having 
used military invasion to change its allies’ governments on several 
occasions. This eroded the durability and reliability of the loyalty to 
the Soviet Union of its allies. Meanwhile, the United States did not 
abuse its leadership of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization 
(NATO), and nor did it use military force against its allies. This 
helped to consolidate NATO as a collective power. After the Cold 
War, the United States remained as the sole superpower, and the 
Soviet Union ceased to exist. The bipolar configuration was thus 
transformed into a unipolar one.

The cases of the Warsaw Pact and NATO demonstrate how the 
international leadership of superpowers can have different effects. 
Leading states with high strategic credit are able to establish and 
expand unbreakable alliances, while the opposite is true for states 
without high credibility. Xi Que, a minister of the Jin State during 
the Spring-Autumn period, once remarked on the relationship be-
tween the strategic credit of a leading state and the reliability of the 
alliance it headed. He said: “How can a ruler demonstrate his au-
thority if he does not suppress mutinying states? How can a ruler 
demonstrate his benevolence if he does not show mercy to those 
coming over to pledge allegiance? How can a ruler prove his moral-
ity without demonstration of his authority and benevolence? With-
out morality, how can he be the head of an alliance?”6

State Capability and International Status

The capability structure of leading states constitutes the core of the 
international configuration. That means the international configura-
tion will generally remain unchanged when leading states cannot 
dramatically change the disparity in capability between them. In 
most cases, changes in the capability structure of leading states are 
accompanied by changes in strategic relations between major pow-
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ers. For instance, the bipolar configuration of the Cold War could 
not be changed as long as the Soviet Union did not collapse, and the 
unipolar configuration of the post–Cold War world would endure 
as long as China did not dramatically reduce its disparity in capabil-
ity with the United States. Since change in power distribution 
mainly results from the increase or decrease in major powers’ capa-
bility, it is necessary to establish a capability category before we are 
able to judge whether or not a configuration changes.

We can categorize states into four classes according to their ca-
pability. They are dominant states, rising states, regional states, and 
small states. The growth or decline in capability of dominant and 
rising states has an impact on changes in the international configura-
tion of an independent international system, while that of regional 
and small states does not. The following categories enable assess-
ment of a state’s comprehensive capability according to its interna-
tional status, and the identification of its strategic interests accord-
ing to its capability. The traits of each category are as follows:

(1) Dominant states: These are countries that have a dominant 
influence within any independent international system that is not 
necessarily a global one. In ancient times, there were several inde-
pendent interstate systems before the global international system 
was formed in around 1500 CE.7 In this book, leading powers in 
ancient compartmentalized systems and modern worldwide sys-
tems are treated equally as dominant states. For example, during the 
Spring and Autumn period in ancient China, five hegemons—the 
State of Qi, the State of Jin, the State of Chu, the State of Wu, and 
the State of Yue—established themselves in succession, and each 
gained the dominant position in that system during different peri-
ods.8 Thus, they are all defined as dominant states, equivalent to 
ancient empires, such as the Roman Empire, the Ottoman Empire, 
the Tang Empire, and the Mongol Empire, and modern superpow-
ers, such as France and the UK in eighteenth century and the Soviet 
Union and the United States during the Cold War.

(2) Rising states: These are countries whose comprehensive ca-
pability grows to an extent that narrows their disparity in capability 
with the dominant state, enabling them to seize some of its power. 
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The United States was a rising state in the 1870s, the Soviet Union 
in the 1950s, and Japan in 1980s. After the financial crises of 2008, 
China became a typical rising state. The capability of a rising state 
may surpass that of the dominant state, so making it the superpower; 
the United States is a case in point. It may also become a superpower 
but not surpass the dominant state, as with the Soviet Union. Such 
a state may also narrow its disparity in capability with the dominant 
state but not reach the level of a superpower, as was the case of Japan 
during the Cold War. China has dramatically reduced its disparity 
in comprehensive capability with the United States in the first sev-
enteen years of the twenty-first century. Since 2017, however, 
America’s strategic mistakes have played a far more important role 
in reducing this disparity in capability than China’s growth could.

(3) Regional states: These countries are dominant in geographic 
regional or subregional affairs; although uncontested in subsections 
of independent international systems, they are nevertheless still 
under the influence of dominant states at the level of the entire sys-
tem. Today, Russia, Japan, Germany, France, the UK, Brazil, and 
Australia belong to the category of regional powers, while India, 
South Africa, Saudi Arabia, and Indonesia are subregional powers. 
Modern regional states are different from those ancient dominant 
states in separate independent interstate systems, even though their 
influence is in similar geographic areas. Unlike their early predeces-
sors, modern regional states do not wield influence within the sys-
tem to which they belong as a whole. Take for example India, which 
is a subregional state in South Asia in the present global interna-
tional system, while the Mughal Empire (1526–1857) was a domi-
nant state in that region and constituted an independent interstate 
system that had little contact with the rest of the world during that 
period. Another example is the UK’s Brexit referendum in 2016, 
which resulted in the UK leaving the European Union. Although this 
sent shock waves through European politics, it had negligible im-
pact on non-European states.9

(4) Small states: These are countries that are too weak to exert 
any leading influence at the regional or subregional level of either 
system.
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It is important to note that all the above definitions are based on 
comparisons of the relative capability of states in the same interna-
tional system or in the same region or subregion. For example, Can-
ada and Australia are fairly equal in terms of absolute capability, but 
the former lacks regional influence compared with the latter be-
cause of the countries’ different geopolitical status. Therefore, Can-
ada is classified as a small state because it is a weak neighbor of the 
United States, a superpower, while Australia is classified as a re-
gional power in Oceania, because its capability is much larger than 
that of all the other countries in the Oceania region.

Based on the above definitions of state capability, both dominant 
and rising states compete for the configuration most favorable to 
themselves in an independent international system; regional powers 
keep a watchful eye on changes in the power configuration in their 
particular region; and small states give no thought to reshaping the 
configuration at any level.

STATE CAPABILITY, LEADERSHIP, AND  
STRATEGY PREFERENCE

This book provides a dualist theory that stresses the importance of 
both political leadership and a state’s capability in decision making. 
A strategy is composed of goals, and the approaches to achieving 
these goals. A state’s capability determines its objective interests, 
namely, the goals of its strategies, while a state’s leadership deter-
mines the approaches to achieving that state’s interests. Therefore, 
foreign strategies are jointly determined by these two variables. On 
the one hand, the anarchical nature of the international system re-
quires all policy makers to define their strategic interests prudently, 
according to their state capability; on the other hand, it gives policy 
makers room to develop the distinct strategic approaches through 
which to pursue national interests (see figure 3.1).

This section derives corollary 2, which links the anarchical na-
ture of the international system to different strategic preferences. In  
fact, it makes a methodological connection between theories at the 
levels of the international system and of policy making, which no-

{~?~Figure 3.1 Joint impacts of capabil-
ity and leadership on strategy 
preference}

Yan.indb   61 12/19/2018   8:55:49 AM



62 chapter 3

L

SS

L

tionally accounts for the presence of both capability resources and 
operational capacity in decision making.10 This corollary helps to 
explain why states that have successfully risen usually invent new 
strategies rather than imitating existing strategies that have suc-
ceeded in history.

Corollary 2: In the Anarchical International System, All States 

Engage in Self-Help for Their Own Strategic Interests but 

Adopt Different Foreign Strategies to Pursue Them

Realism assumes that states can rely on no one but themselves for 
survival because of the absence in the anarchical international sys-
tem of organizations that constitute legal military force monopo-
lies.11 In fact, both pursuing and protecting security interests depend 
on states’ native capability, including adopting the appropriate for-
eign strategies. According to the “self-help” doctrine that reflects 
the anarchical character of the international system, corollary 2 can 
be discussed in two aspects: how different state leaderships lead to 
different strategies in the same international system; and how dif-
ferent international leaderships result in different international 
orders.

(1) Different Types of State Leadership Adopt Different 

Strategies for Pursuing Strategic Interests

State capability serves as a basis for defining states’ strategic inter-
ests, as well as for limiting strategic choices. Waltz says, “The units 
of an anarchic system are functionally undifferentiated. The units of 
such an order are then distinguished primarily by their greater or 

FIGURE 3.1 Joint impacts of capability and leadership on strategy preferences

State
Capability

Leadership

Strategic Interests

Political Perceptions

Strategy
Preferences
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lesser capabilities for performing similar tasks.”12 Because achieving 
different interests entails different capabilities, lesser states usually 
define their strategic interest at a lower level than great powers do. 
Accordingly, they adopt different security strategies. Take America, 
Japan, and the Vatican as examples: the United States protects not 
only its own security but also that of its allies; Japan protects no 
other states’ security and partially entrusts its own security to the 
United States; and the Vatican fully entrusts its security to Italy. It is 
a popular phenomenon in an anarchic system for lesser states to 
entrust their security to a more powerful state or an alliance, be-
cause their own limited military capability cannot guarantee their 
survival.13

States’ differing capabilities apart, different types of state leader-
ships are also instrumental in states’ adoption of different strategies. 
In this regard, we can find also that states of similar capability adopt 
different security strategies. For instance, most of the lesser states, 
such as Japan, West Germany, India, and Egypt, made alliances with 
one of the two superpowers—the Soviet Union and the United 
States—for their security in the 1960s. Nevertheless, China was an 
exception under the leadership of Mao Zedong during that period, 
adopting the strategy of standing against both superpowers. This 
strategy certainly failed to protect China’s security but nonetheless 
illustrates the fact that political leadership has an impact on strategic 
preferences at least equal to that of state capability. When state ca-
pability remains unchanged, political leadership becomes the deter-
mining factor.

(2) Different Types of International Leadership 

Advocate Different International Orders

Many realist theorists believe that rising states and dominant states 
invariably settle any power struggles between them through war. 
Shepard Clough says, “At least in all the cases which we have 
passed . . . cultures with inferior civilization but with growing eco-
nomic power have always attacked the most civilized cultures during 
the latter’s economic decline.”14 Gilpin says, “As its relative power 
increases, a rising state attempts to change the rules governing the 
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international system, the division of the spheres of influence, and, 
most important of all, the international distribution of territory. In 
response, the dominant power counters this challenge through 
changes in its policies that attempt to restore equilibrium in the 
system. The historical record reveals that if it fails in this attempt, 
the disequilibrium will be resolved by war.”15 Mearsheimer argues 
that all great powers must employ an offensive strategy to maintain 
their dominant positions in the anarchical international system, say-
ing, “Offensive realists . . . believe that status quo powers are rarely 
found in world politics, because the international system creates 
powerful incentives for states to look for opportunities to gain 
power at the expense of rivals, and to take advantage of those situ-
ations when the benefits outweigh the costs. A state’s ultimate goal 
is to be the hegemon in the system.”16 Graham Allison calls the war 
between rising states and dominant states “Thucydides’s trap.”17 
These statements imply that only one strategy can be deployed to 
deal with the conflicts between rising states and dominant states—
that of war.

Corollary 2 challenges this logic and argues that there is more 
than one strategy whereby a great power can obtain or maintain its 
dominance, just as the dominant species in an ecosystem can achieve 
its numerical advantage through multiple strategies, such as pure 
breeding speed (rats), or lower offspring mortality (hominids). It is 
true to say that offensive strategies have been popularly adopted by 
powerful states in our history, but they are not the solely viable ones. 
In any given era, the dominant state will encounter an international 
system, international norms, and military technology entirely dif-
ferent from those of the previous era. That state has a greater chance 
of improving its power through a newly invented strategy than by 
imitating the existing ones. For example, before World War I the 
European powers competed for hegemony by conquering colonies 
outside Europe. During World War II, Germany, Italy, and Japan did 
so by annexing their neighbors but suffered defeat. Different from 
the European powers, the United States and the Soviet Union con-
tended for hegemony via proxy war during the Cold War. Since the 
second decade of the twenty-first century, history has witnessed the 
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struggle for power between the United States and China through 
nonviolent strategies including trade war that are in stark contrast 
to those adopted by the United States and the Soviet Union.

Alliance Strategy versus the Nonalignment Principle

The nonaligned movement was founded by the leaders of five third-
world countries (India, Yugoslavia, Egypt, Indonesia, and Ghana) 
in the 1950s. The principle of nonalignment has since evolved into 
a kind of strategic ideology shared by many developing countries. 
Since the Cold War, whether or not to make alliances has come to 
be regarded no longer as a strategy geared purely to security, but 
rather a strategic preference imbuing concerns about political mo-
rality. For instance, alliance has gradually been framed as a negative 
political concept in China. As a self-identified developing country, 
China has officially labeled alliance as denoting a Cold War mental-
ity and persuaded its strategic partners to accept this view. Russia, 
for instance, agrees with China that alliance is a policy synonymous 
with a Cold War mentality, even though it still maintains alliances 
with certain former Soviet Republics.18 The United States and West-
ern countries, meanwhile, regard alliance as a moral strategy for 
protecting their collective security, based on both common strategic 
interests and shared democratic ideology.

Despite the fact that China, the present powerful rising state, and 
some developing countries disvalue the alliance strategy, the author 
nevertheless believes that alliance remains an effective moral strat-
egy through which leading states may win international support and 
also establish their authority. Alliance is a public good based on the 
leading states’ protection of lesser states’ security. Through making 
an alliance, a rising state can improve its strategic credibility and 
international influence, so facilitating changes in the international 
power distribution, and thus gaining the chance to establish its lead-
ership over the whole international system. Once consolidated,  
the leadership can establish new international norms that enable it 
to change the normative order and even the entire international 
system.

Yan.indb   65 12/19/2018   8:55:50 AM



66 chapter 3

L

SS

L

Certain scholars in both China and the United States argue that 
alliance can easily lead to war, and that the lesser ally in an alliance 
with a leading state could drag that state into an unnecessary mili-
tary conflict. In reality, the political leadership is the determining 
factor of whether or not a leading power can either successfully 
deter potential wars by making alliances or be passively dragged 
into unnecessary wars. Recent critics of the alliance strategy are 
now frustrated by a solid study of the function of alliances in war-
making policy. Michael Beckley’s research on US alliance history 
concludes: “In sum, the empirical record shows that the risk of 
entanglement is real but manageable and that, for better or worse, 
US security policy lies firmly in the hands of US leaders and is 
shaped primarily by those leaders’ perceptions of the nation’s core 
interests. When the United States has overreached militarily, the 
main cause has not been entangling alliances but rather what Rich-
ard Betts calls ‘self-entrapment’—the tendency of US leaders  
to define national interests expansively, to exaggerate the magni-
tude of foreign threats, and to underestimate the costs of military 
intervention.”19

That the head of an alliance that has become involved in war is 
immoral or irresponsible is a misconception. Holding the opposite 
view in this regard, I would argue that indiscriminate refusal to use 
military force is a policy of national suicide, as well as an immoral 
principle, and antithetical to the behavior of a humane authority 
leadership. In the anarchical international system, small states sel-
dom have enough military capability to protect their security and 
must rely on a powerful state for protection. A leading state’s adop-
tion of a policy of absolute nonuse of military force amounts to a 
denial of its duty to protect international order and justice. Other 
states consequently perceive such a leading state as one lacking both 
moral integrity and strategic credibility, and hence to whom lesser 
states cannot entrust their security, instead forcing them to rely on 
their own military capability. When the leading state refuses to 
maintain international order through military force, the whole sys-
tem falls into a chaos wherein war predominates over peace in a 
system dominated by realpolitik norms.
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INTERNATIONAL LEADERSHIP AND NORM CHANGE

IR realism assumes that human nature is selfish, and thus that states 
controlled by human beings must also be driven by self-interests.20 
This assumption is backed up by the theory of evolution, which 
holds that the force of natural selection as evident in animal behav-
iors is attributable to selfish survival needs, while hypotheses based 
on group altruism are demonstrably implausible. Beyond natural 
instincts, human behavior is also shaped by social norms and expec-
tations. For example, psychologists have found that children who 
have been consistently exposed to adults that display violent behav-
ior are more likely to give aggressive responses than children who 
are not; also that children who have been abused are more likely to 
be abusers themselves upon reaching adulthood than others in the 
same cohort.21 These studies demonstrate the role that environment 
plays in shaping behavior. Based on this knowledge, I derive the 
third corollary as below.

Corollary 3: Pursuit of Self-Interest Is the Primary 

Motivation of State Actions as Well as the Selective 

Force behind the Creation of International Norms

There is a popular misconception that some states adopt foreign 
policy according to their national interests, and some do according 
to international norms. The truth of the matter is that every state 
adopts a foreign policy based on concern for its own interests as well 
as the constraints of international norms in any interstate system. 
Since both interests and norms have an impact on states’ policy de-
cisions, we will explain corollary 3 from two aspects: what impact 
interests and norms have respectively on policy making; and how 
interests drive leading powers to establish international norms.

(1) The Pursuit of Self-Interest Is the Primary Dynamic of 

State Actions, but It Is Also Impacted by Social Norms

It is true to say that self-interest is the primary motivation of state 
actions, but social perceptions and expectations are also influential 
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in the shaping of policies that states make. In regard to what consti-
tutes human nature, Xunzi once clearly distinguished xing (性, in-
herited traits) from wei (伪, nurtured traits). He said: “As a general 
rule, ‘inherited traits’ are given by nature, what cannot be learned, 
and what requires no application to master. . . . What must be 
learned before a man can do them and to what he must apply himself 
before he can master them are called ‘nurtured traits.’ This is the 
distinction between inherited traits and nurtured traits.”22 The pur-
suit of self-interest is an inherited trait. It generates the same influ-
ence on every decision maker because it is the natural instinct of all 
human beings. Nevertheless, according to Xunzi, policy makers 
have different social perceptions, or nurtured traits, owing to differ-
ent upbringings, including education. These different perceptions 
may lead policy makers to adopt different strategies when dealing 
with similar problems.

Policy makers’ social perceptions may affect the process of pol-
icy making in two ways. One is the influences they have on policy 
makers’ ranking of national interests, that is to say, which national 
interests are given priority in a specific situation. The other is 
through their impacts on policy makers’ strategic preferences as 
regards achieving those interests. I suggest that objective national 
interests are defined by state capability, and that their existence is 
not determined by people’s perceptions, although policy makers’ 
social perceptions do indeed affect which interest they consider 
most important and what strategy is most appropriate for obtaining 
said interests. This characterization of national interests is what 
distinguishes my view on national interests from Alexander 
Wendt’s. I believe that national interests are objective, while Wendt 
suggests that national interest is subjectively construed by social 
perceptions.23

(2) The State’s Pursuit of Self-Interest Is Also the Force 

behind the Establishment of New International Norms

Classical realism assumes that “states are rational actors character-
ized by a decision-making process leading to choices based on na-
tional interests.”24 According to this assumption, the pursuit of self-
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interest is also the driving force behind leading states’ effort to 
establish new international norms. Military force and international 
norms are the two fundamental means used in concert to maintain 
a sustainable international order; neither is sufficient to achieve that 
goal alone. For instance, the foremost priority of a dominant state’s 
national interest is to maintain the international order it has estab-
lished in favor of its own strategic interests. In order to keep that 
order as long as possible, the dominant state must establish a set of 
international norms for other countries to follow. These norms sta-
bilize the international order and reduce its maintenance costs. Al-
though international norms constrain the actions of the dominant 
state, that state will nevertheless benefit more than any other coun-
try from the order it has enforced, because these norms will provide 
it with strategic advantages that far outweigh any disadvantages. 
This is why a dominant state provides the world with public goods 
such as international order. When the norms generate more cost 
than benefit for the dominant state, however, it will revise them 
accordingly. For instance, after the 2008 global financial crisis, the 
United States proposed the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP) and 
the Transatlantic Trade and Investment Partnership (TTIP) to re-
place the World Trade Organization (WTO), in order to maintain 
its dominant position by formulating more liberal trade norms. 
Trump’s administration also views WTO norms as unfavorable to 
America, but contrary to Obama’s administration, with its strategic 
preference, Trump’s administration believes that protectionist 
norms are favorable to American economic interests.

Rising states can be another important force behind the reform 
of existing international norms, which have generally been estab-
lished in favor of the dominant state. When a rising state dramati-
cally reduces its disparity in capability with the dominant state, it 
will seek to reform the existing international norms in the direction 
favorable to itself. As the reform of international norms requires the 
capability of providing public goods in related fields, a rising state 
usually advocates reform or the creation of new norms in areas 
where its capability is greater, or at least equal to that of the domi-
nant state. For example, after 2010 China became the country with 
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the world’s largest foreign reserves but had difficulties finding profit-
able projects for investment. In order to make full use of those re-
serves, in 2013, China initiated the establishment of the Asian Infra-
structure Investment Bank (AIIB). A main difference between AIIB 
and other international development banks is the absence of any 
political prerequisite to loans.

Strategic Credibility and International Norms

It is commonplace for IR scholars to emphasize the function of re-
wards and punishments in the establishment of new international 
norms. However, this understanding ignores the fact that, for lead-
ing states, establishing new international norms based on high stra-
tegic credibility is by far the more efficient approach. This could be 
more important to rising states because they have less material ca-
pability than the dominant state as regards doling out rewards or 
imposing punishments. When a rising state achieves higher strategic 
credibility than the dominant state, however, the new norms it pro-
poses will be more attractive to lesser states than the ones the domi-
nant state advocates. This argument does not deny the effectiveness 
of rewards and punishments in establishing new norms but suggests 
that leading by example is a more competitive mechanism for creat-
ing new norms. This mechanism rests on a leading state’s pursuance 
of what it preaches, that is to say, setting itself as an example to other 
states in the same international system.25 Through the consistency 
of actions and advocated codes, the leading state will improve its 
international strategic credibility and gain the influence it needs to 
reshape international norms.

In fact, the functions of strategic credibility in shaping interna-
tional norms are the same for both rising states and dominant states. 
Specifically, retaining high strategic credibility is more important 
for the maintenance of an existing international order than for es-
tablishing a new one. Generally, it is possible for a dominant state 
to establish an international order entirely by virtue of its material 
capability, but it cannot continuously maintain that order through 
material capability alone. The durability of an international order is 
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based on the premise that most states adhere to international norms. 
To what extent those states stick to the existing norms greatly de-
pends on the dominant state’s credibility as regards following the 
norms that it advocates. Thus, there is a positive correlation be-
tween the leading state’s strategic credibility and the durability of 
the international order it establishes.

A recent example supporting the above argument is America’s 
violation of the norms of strategic arms control. The Bill Clinton 
administration and the George W. Bush administration adopted dif-
ferent policies toward international arms control and nuclear pro-
liferation. During the Cold War, the United States globally promoted 
the Treaty on the Limitation of Anti-ballistic Missile Systems (ABM) 
as the cornerstone of world peace. In the late 1990s, however, the 
Bill Clinton administration considered opting out of the ABM 
Treaty in order to deploy the National Missile Defense system. How-
ever, fearing this action might severely impair America’s interna-
tional strategic credit, Clinton did not authorize the Pentagon’s 
plan.26 Bush’s administration did not place the same value as the 
Clinton administration on international strategic credit. George W. 
Bush not only denounced the ABM Treaty soon after coming to 
power in 2001 but also lifted the US sanctions of 1998 on India’s il-
legal nuclear tests.27 To make things worse, just two years later, the 
United States went back on its word by enacting a nuclear coopera-
tion with India, a nonsignatory to the Nuclear Non-proliferation 
Treaty.28 America’s inconsistent policies toward nuclear prolifera-
tion reduced America’s strategic credibility, and a weakened non-
proliferation regime ensued wherein North Korea and Iran endeav-
ored to implement their nuclear plans.

CHANGES IN INTERNATIONAL ORDER AND SYSTEMS

Changes in power distribution are often directly related to the 
changed international status of rising states and dominant states. 
During the process of change in power distribution, rising states 
must demand international power commensurate with their in-
creased capability, while dominant states must protect their original 
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power, which, owing to their declining capability, they can no lon-
ger support. Therefore, the power struggle between a rising state 
and the dominant state becomes inevitable and causes serious dis-
turbances to the international order. Based on this common knowl-
edge, we can derive the following corollary.

Corollary 4: The Zero-Sum Nature of Power 

Brings About a Structural Contradiction between 

Rising States and Dominant States, as Well as 

Disturbances to the Existing International Order

Power rests on the relationship between superior and inferior ac-
tors; thus one’s gain in power entails another’s loss. Therefore, in-
ternational power competition between rising states and dominant 
states is a zero-sum game.29 Based on this assumption, we can dis-
cuss corollary 4 in two aspects: how the nature of power generates 
a structural contradiction between rising and dominant states; and 
how power struggle disturbs the international order.

(1) The Structural Contradiction between the Rising 

State and the Dominant State Is Inevitable Because 

Both Pursue Domination within a Closed System

The structural contradiction between a rising state and a dominant 
state stems from the redistribution of power between them during 
changes of configuration. This contention is inevitable, because it 
emerges naturally, along with the process of the narrowing dispar-
ity in capability between them, as well as the transition of interna-
tional leadership from a dominant state to a rising state. Under the 
present situation where we lack galactic travel or communications 
with any alien civilizations, the current international system is a 
closed one in which the international power sums to one; fractions 
of this power are then distributed among all states according to the 
relative capability of each. In our history, those independent inter-
national systems that lacked substantial contact with each other 
possess the same nature as the modern global system in terms of 
power distribution.
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The distribution of leadership power is mainly arranged accord-
ing to the international structure of the major states’ capability. Con-
sequently, rising states will attempt to seize more power, while the 
dominant state refuses to share its power with the rising state, even 
as its relative capability declines. Therefore, the nature of the struc-
tural contradiction is that of the struggle between maintaining and 
changing the existing structure of international power distribution. 
The Anglo-German naval arms race from 1898 to 1912 serves as a 
good case to illustrate the concept of structural contradiction.30

For rising states, the structural contradiction is also manifested in 
the rising state’s dilemma wherein external pressure on it increases 
in tandem with their expanding influence. The rising state’s dilemma 
somewhat resembles Newton’s Third Law, which states that “for 
every action there is an equal and opposite reaction.” Similarly, the 
rapid growth of a rising state will impose a strong impact on other 
states, mainly the dominant state, the inevitable results of which are 
either desperate resistance or confrontation. The growing capability 
of a rising state expands its interests overseas, thus leading to con-
flicts with others’ interests. The more overseas interests a rising state 
acquires, the more conflicts with other states it must face, and the 
more these conflicts will accumulate till they reach the level of stra-
tegic confrontation or threats. A recent example of the rising state’s 
dilemma is the emergence after the 2008 Beijing Olympic Games of 
comments in international public opinion on “China’s Responsibil-
ity.” Many countries, mainly the United States, blamed China for not 
undertaking international responsibility consistent with its capabil-
ity. 31 This opinion intensified after 2010, when China’s GDP replaced 
Japan’s, making China the world’s second-largest economy.

(2) International Order Becomes Unstable Because 

of Disagreement over Power Redistribution

International order is the state of affairs wherein players in a given 
international system settle their conflicts through nonviolent ap-
proaches according to interstate norms.32 This means that as long as 
no states resort to military solutions, the general international order 
can be maintained. Resuming order through violent actions is also 
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under the chaotic condition. Nevertheless, there is no military mo-
nopoly in the anarchical international system; therefore, any state 
that is dissatisfied with the current situation may use its military 
might to achieve the interests it claims. The core of international 
order is the structure of power distribution among states. Owing 
to humans being born hungry for power, neither the dominant 
state nor the rising state is satisfied with the existing power distri-
bution in an international system. Although the dominant state has 
more power than other states, it still pursues more. For instance, 
upon becoming sole superpower after the collapse of the Soviet 
Union, the United States was in possession of more international 
power than any other country, but US president George H. W. 
Bush nevertheless called for the establishment of a new interna-
tional order.33 This is a case of the dominant state seizing more 
power from its rivals, rather than a rising state seizing power from 
the dominant state.

The international configuration constitutes the material basis for 
an international order. Any changes in configuration, therefore, will 
undermine that order. Since the dominant states enjoy more inter-
national power than rising states do, they stress the importance of 
maintaining the existing order, or to be more exact, the existing 
structure of power distribution. Meanwhile, the rising state advo-
cates establishment of a new order, which entails a redistribution of 
international power according to the changed capability structure. 
Because the configuration is composed of both the capability struc-
ture of major states and the strategic relations between them, the 
leading state, which has more allies than any of its rivals, has the best 
chance of reshaping the international order according to its own 
blueprint.

It would be a misconception to assert that leading states’ moral 
actions, including those that gain it high strategic credibility, con-
stitute a panacea for shaping the international order. The interna-
tional order is rather maintained by both the capability and moral 
policies of leading states. National capability is the precondition for 
effective moral actions. In other words, the moral actions of leading 
states can play a positive role in maintaining international order, 
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largely because leading states have larger material capability than 
lesser states. Without superior capability, no leading state would be 
able to maintain international order through moral actions alone.

Types of International Leadership and System Change

Changes in international order, no matter whether the order is dis-
turbed or resumed, do not prefigure a change of the entire inter
national system, because the order and the system are two totally 
different entities. Gilpin defines an international system as “an ag-
gregation of diverse entities united by regular interaction according 
to a form of control,” and international order as “the governance of 
an international system.”34 Hedley Bull also makes a distinction be-
tween international system and order. As he defines the former, a 
“system of states (or international system) is formed when two or 
more states have sufficient contact between them, and have suffi-
cient impact on one another’s decision, to cause them to behave—at 
least in some measure—as parts of whole”; and the latter as “a pat-
tern of activity that sustains the elementary or primary goals of the 
society of states, or international society.”35 Based on their defini-
tions, this book defines the system as a complex whole and the order 
as the state of a system.

The international norm is the shared component of the interna-
tional order and the international system, which could be the reason 
why many people confuse the two. As the shared component of 
these two entities, international norms perform the function of de-
fining the normative character of a given international order or in-
ternational system. For instance, based on the principles of free 
trade and fair trade, an international community can establish two 
different sets of international trade norms. The normative order of 
international trade will be decided according to which set of norms 
states follow in their trade contacts. This logic can also be applied 
to defining normative character changes in a given international sys-
tem. Although sharing one component, the international order and 
system each have two components that are different from the oth-
er’s, which is often ignored by IR students. The components of an 
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international system include actors and a configuration, while those 
of an international order include mainstream values and institutional 
arrangements (see figure 3.2).

The distinction between the international system and the inter-
national order implies that any given international system could be 
in order or disorder. The same goes for a domestic system, which 
can be either at peace or in the throes of a civil war. We can illustrate 
the difference through the analogy of a mechanical watch and an 
electronic watch. Mechanical and electronic watches are two differ-
ent systems, but both are in good order if they keep good time, and 
if they do not run correctly, then neither is in order. In our history, 
the international order has frequently been disturbed by wars within 
a given international system, and that system has proved able to 
survive these wars and have its order restored. For instance, the 
ancient Chinese tributary system and the modern sovereignty sys-
tem are two different types of international systems that sometimes 
maintain peace and sometimes do not.

International order can be categorized into two domains—struc-
tural order and normative order. The former refers to the structure 
of power distribution, which is mainly represented by the arrange-
ment of international institutions, such as the privilege of perma-
nent membership of the UN Security Council. The latter refers to 

FIGURE 3.2 Components of international order and interna-
tional system
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the character of norms, mainly illustrated by the principle of norms, 
such as nuclear nonproliferation. Evelyn Goh says, “Beyond power 
distribution, an order transition involves significant alterations in 
the common goals and values, rules of the game and social struc-
tures of international society.”36 Changes in either structural order 
or normative order will cause conflicts between major states, which 
sometimes may escalate into military clashes, that is, disorder. In 
general, changes in structural order will more likely lead to armed 
conflicts than those in normative order.

Because international order and system are different substances, 
they change under different conditions. When it has transitioned 
from the leadership of a dominant state to that of a rising state, the 
international order is usually undermined. Nevertheless, transfor-
mation of the international system often hinges on a change in the 
type of international leadership; otherwise the system may remain 
the same after the order has been resumed. For instance, according 
to the types of international leaderships defined in chapter 2, the 
leadership offered by European colonial powers before World War 
II was one of tyranny, and that by the United States and Soviet Union 
during the Cold War was one of hegemony. In these two periods, 
the two different types of leadership established different interna-
tional norms. Annexation, a common norm prior to World War II, 
was prohibited after World War II. The United Nations adopted the 
charter, asserting, “All Members shall refrain in their international 
relations from the threat or use of force against the territorial integ-
rity or political independence of any state, or in any other manner 
inconsistent with the Purposes of the United Nations.”37 Along with 
the changes in both international configuration and norms, there-
fore, after World War II the international system changed from one 
type to another.

Whether the success of a rising state will change the type of in-
ternational system depends on the quantity of system components 
that change in type by virtue of the successful rising state. Since the 
international actors, international configuration, and international 
norms are the three key components of an international system, 
changes to any two or to all three of them will transform the system 
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as a whole from one type to another.38 The international configura-
tion often changes from one shape to another as a rising state re-
places the dominant state as the new international leader. Based on 
the new configuration shape, the international system may change 
if the rising state offers a new type of international leadership and 
establishes new norms.

Figure 3.3 illustrates the relations between the types of state lead-
ership of rising states and possible changes in international systems. 
The type of state leadership determines the rising states’ strategy 
preference, but their strategy may lead to two different results—suc-
cess or defeat. If the rising states successfully change the interna-
tional configuration by catching up with or even surpassing the 
dominant state in terms of comprehensive capability, they will have 
the chance to offer to international society a new type of interna-
tional leadership and to shape new international norms for the sake 
of maintaining the new order dominated by them. As long as rising 
states bring about changes in both international configurations and 
norms, the type of international system will change accordingly.

SUMMARY

This chapter explores the logics and mechanisms of international 
power transition on the basis of fundamental realist assumptions. 
From these assumptions moral realism derives four corollaries: (1) 

FIGURE 3.3 Types of rising states’ leadership and changes in international systems
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improvements or declines in states’ leadership lead to changes in 
relative capability between major states and eventually in the inter-
national configuration; (2) all states engage in self-help for their own 
strategic interests in the anarchical international system but adopt 
different foreign strategies to pursue them; (3) pursuit of self-
interest is the primary motivation of state actions as well as the se-
lective force behind the creation of international norms; and (4) the 
zero-sum nature of power brings about a structural contradiction 
between a rising state and a dominant state, as well as disturbances 
to the existing international order.

These corollaries, moreover, are not mutually exclusive but may 
overlap. For example, corollary 1 argues that the difference in lead-
ership determines the change in international configuration, while 
corollary 2 assumes that different leaderships have different strate-
gic preferences, and that all states engage in self-help for strategic 
interests in an anarchical system. Corollary 3 assumes that pursuit 
of self-interests is the primary motivation of state action, arguing 
that leading states establish international norms to stabilize an order 
in favor of their own interests, while corollary 4 argues that conflict-
ing interests between leading states destabilize international order.

Obviously, these four corollaries are abstractions of a highly com-
plex international political reality but nevertheless theoretically 
connect the three levels of analysis—leadership at individual level, 
policy making at state level, and configuration as well as norms at 
the system level—by attributing changes in international configura-
tion, norms, orders, and systems to the leadership types of rising 
and dominant states. We can see that the types of political leadership 
play a crucial role in all four corollaries. They determine the growth 
of state capability in corollary 1, foreign strategies for international 
competition in corollary 2, the types of international norms in cor-
ollary 3, and the stability and durability of international order in 
corollary 4.

Although the types of international leadership determine the 
types of international norms and the stability of international order, 
changes in international order do not necessarily bring about any 
transformation of international system, because they are different 
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substances. The international system refers to an assemblage of 
components (actors, configurations, and norms) forming interna-
tional society as a unitary whole, while the international order refers 
to the state of the international system, and whether or not actors 
settle disputes peacefully according to norms. Although the inter-
national norm is the shared component of these two substances, it 
defines only their normative trait and does not make them the same.
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4
Power Redistribution and  
World Center

夫先王之所以王者, 资邻国之举不当也。
(Ancient kings became the world leaders, which benefited 
from the wrong policies of their neighboring states.)
GUANZI

The previous chapter attributes international power redistribution 
to the different capabilities between the national leaderships of ris-
ing states and the dominant state. The bipolarization that occurred 
in the second decade of the twenty-first century is a case illustrating 
that argument. Nevertheless, the current bipolarization is coinci-
dently accompanied by the shift of global geopolitical center. Al-
though both cases resulted from power redistribution, they hap-
pened under different conditions. This chapter will discuss three 
aspects of the issue. They are the key factor driving the present bi-
polarization between China and the United States; the conditions 
that could spark a global cold war; and the conditions for forming 
the new global geopolitical center. The analysis of current bipolar-
ization is guided by corollary 1: improvements or declines of state 
leadership lead to changes in relative capability between states and 

REDISTRIBUTION AND WORLD CENTER
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eventually in international configuration; the analysis of conditions 
sparking a cold war is guided by corollary 2: in the anarchical inter-
national system, all states engage in self-help for their own strategic 
interests, but adopt different strategies to pursue them.

LEADERSHIP AND BIPOLARIZATION

The present bipolarization of the world does not mean that China 
has obtained power parity with the United States, but its interna-
tional status is improving toward a superpower as well as a pole in 
the coming bipolar configuration. Although China’s current power 
has not yet reached the top position together with United States, it 
is already much larger than other major powers according to the 
contemporary distribution of national power. In some Europeans’ 
eyes, “the power gap between the two leading states today, the 
United States and China, and the third ranking power is similar to 
that between the two top-ranked superpowers and the great powers 
in 1950.”1

The present bipolarization is mainly attributable to the narrowed 
disparity in comprehensive capability between China and the 
United States. How rapidly the disparity in Sino-American compre-
hensive capability can be reduced depends on how quickly not only 
China’s capability, but also that of the United States, grows. If Amer-
ica’s capability were to grow as rapidly as China’s, however, their 
disparity in capability would enlarge rather than reduce, because 
America’s comprehensive capability is still greater than China’s. 
Under such a scenario, bipolarization would cease, and the United 
States would regain the capability necessary to consolidate its uni-
polar leadership. If, however, China maintains a more rapid growth 
in capability than the United States, the state of bipolarization will 
continue. Whether the rate of the United States’ growth in capabil-
ity can equal that of China in the next decade depends on the politi-
cal leaderships of the two countries. This argument is consistent 
with corollary 1 mentioned at the beginning of this chapter.

As Chinese political institutions have fewer constraints on na-
tional leadership than is the case in the United States, there could 
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be two different trends of the present bipolarization. If the Chinese 
government carries out more political reforms over the next decade 
than its American counterpart, the bipolarization will be paced up; 
otherwise it will stop if the Chinese government commits more stra-
tegic mistakes and retrogression than the United States. Figure 4.1 
shows that China’s disparity in GDP with the United States almost 
stopped decreasing from 2014 and started growing from 2015.

Academia holds two opposing views on whether or not the 
United States has relatively declined. One group argues that it is 
impossible for the United States to decline, even in the relative 
sense. There are three primary grounds for this view. The first one 
is historical experience. At the end of the 1960s, certain people be-
lieved that the Soviet Union would arise and overtake the United 
States,2 and in the 1980s and the early 1990s, there were those who 
thought that Japan would arise and eclipse the United States.3 How-
ever, history has proven wrong both prognostications of America’s 
decline. This implies that predictions of China’s rise and its overtak-
ing of America will follow the same historical track and be proven 
also to be mistaken.4 The second argument is that, as a democracy, 
the United States has stronger self-rectifiability than China. Ameri-
ca’s presidential election system will enable the United States to 
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adjust its policy in a more timely way than China could, which would 
prevent China from catching up with and surpassing America. Rob-
ert Kagan argues that “the American system, for all its often stultify-
ing qualities, has also shown a greater capacity to adapt and recover 
from difficulties than that of many other nations, including its geo-
political competitors.”5 The third one is a theoretical argument 
about the durability of an American-dominated unipolar world. 
Nuno P. Monterio says that “unipolarity is in principle durable and, 
indeed, more likely to last in a nuclear world like ours, in which the 
expected costs of great-power war are terrifically high. Durability is 
not guaranteed only by the high costs of war, however. On the con-
trary, it also depends on a second factor, namely the strategy of the 
unipole regarding the economic growth of major powers.”6

The other group argues that America’s relative decline is already 
happening, and that it is losing its world number one status in more 
and more domains. David Lake argues, “Over the longer term, how-
ever, it is almost certain that China will emerge as a superpower 
equal to the United States. With its vast population, large territory, 
and rapidly growing economy, China’s aggregate economy will 
likely surpass that of the United States sometime in the second quar-
ter of the twenty first century.”7 The argument of this group is often 
based on economic data such as that of the United States being un-
able to repay its international debts, whereas China has become 
America’s biggest creditor. As at the end of 2012, the annual wealth 
produced in America could not clear the country’s year-end debt, 
which amounted to $16.2 trillion—$1.2 trillion higher than the coun-
try’s $15 trillion GDP that year.8 In 2013, Obama explicitly stated 
that the United States’ budget would not be balanced over the next 
decade.9 After Trump took office, growing numbers of intellectuals 
blamed the United States’ worsening financial deficit on his tax pol-
icy. Edward J. McCaffery said that “the Trump plan would be a ‘mas-
sive’ increase in the debt and deficit.”10 Those arguing that America 
is in relative decline even believe that China will use its creditor 
status to check US growth.

Although in agreement that America’s relative decline has indeed 
occurred, my explanation differs from that implied by the financial 
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analysis. America’s relative decline is superficially a result of govern-
ment debt policy. The fundamental reason, however, is that the 
United States lacks a political leadership capable of implementing 
political reforms at home, which primarily disenables it from avert-
ing China’s narrowing of the disparity in capability between them. 
America’s indebtedness grew steadily during the administrations of 
Ronald Reagan, George H. W. Bush, George W. Bush, and Barack 
Obama. However, different from these, Bill Clinton’s administration 
made the distinctive achievement. His administration repaid the 
previous one’s debts and also endowed on America’s finances an 
accumulated surplus of more than $200 billion.11 This feat by the 
Clinton administration implies that whether or not America re-
solves its debt problem will depend not on the market but rather on 
the ability of governmental leadership, and especially of political 
reforms. Political reforms are the key factor in the growth of both 
China’s and America’s comprehensive capability. Whichever of the 
two countries makes the more effective reforms than the other side 
will decide whether China or the United States wins the strategic 
competition in the coming decade. Conversely, the slower reformer 
or stronger contrarian will encounter relative decline.

Changes in the type of national leadership occur for various rea-
sons, in particular that of the state’s unfavorable status in an inter-
national system. The backward position of a state often encourages 
that state’s leadership to implement reform. By contrast, the more 
comfortable a state is with its status, the weaker the resolve of its 
leadership is to reform. The problem the United States faces is one 
of a relative decline rather than an absolute decline. This means that 
America’s absolute capability in relation to itself grows continuously 
at a pace quicker than that of most major powers, but slower than 
China’s. The nature of relative decline is such that the US govern-
ment can easily cite its improvements through historical compari-
sons with itself, and special comparisons with major states other 
than China. Comparing America’s economy in 2015 with that of 
2010, National Security advisor Susan Rice said, “As a nation, we are 
stronger than we’ve been in a long time. Since President Obama 
took office, we arrested the worst financial crisis and repaired the 
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biggest collapse in world trade since the Great Depression.”12 Trump 
is different from Obama in many respects but is the same as his pre-
decessor as regards the pride he takes in American superpower sta-
tus and the achievements of his administration. After his visit to East 
Asian countries, he said, “Everywhere we went, our foreign hosts 
greeted the American delegation, myself included, with incredible 
warmth, hospitality, and most importantly respect. And this great 
respect showed very well our country is—further evidence that 
America’s renewed confidence and standing in the world has never 
been stronger than it is right now.”13

When the United States possesses so much more comprehensive 
capability than China does, it is difficult for any American leadership 
to relish reform with the same fervor as the Chinese leadership. 
Both are faced with resistance from interest groups that oppose re-
forms that go against their interests. Interest groups will make good 
use of both legal rights and social resources to defend their particu-
lar interests tooth and nail. A leadership capable of political reform, 
therefore, must have both the courage and the ability to overcome 
these interest groups. Such ability usually comes through political 
practice rather than electioneering saber rattling. Since the begin-
ning of the twenty-first century, China has experienced three leader-
ships, and the US leadership has experienced four administrations. 
Nevertheless, the Chinese government has implemented many 
more reforms, including political reforms, than has the American 
government. Currently, the change in capability disparity between 
China and the United States is determined more by which of the two 
suffers less from political retrogression rather than which of the two 
implements more political and social reforms.

Although the Chinese and American leaderships play key roles 
in the current bipolarization, we should not forget that the leader-
ships of other major states also influence that process through their 
policies toward China and the United States. Bipolarization will 
gather pace if these major states take pro-China stands, but slow 
down if these countries stand with America. At present, several of 
the major powers are headed by aggressive national leaders. The list 
includes Vladimir V. Putin of Russia, Shinzō Abe of Japan, Narendra 
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Modi of India, and Recep Tayyip Erdogan of Turkey. All of them 
prefer confrontation to conciliation, and unexpected choices to nor-
mal policies. This type of leadership often worsens strategic rela-
tions and intensifies the strategic rivalry between major powers. 
Thus, it lays a suitable ground for bipolarization to pace up.

BIPOLAR CONFIGURATION NOT EQUAL TO COLD WAR

Many people worry that the strategic competition between China 
and the United States under the present bipolarization will bring 
about a world regression to the Cold War, as in the second half of 
the twentieth century, especially if China abandons its nonalign-
ment principle and, like the United States, makes allies.14 This kind 
of understanding confuses a bipolar configuration with a cold war. 
A bipolar configuration refers to two great states of similar capabil-
ity with international followers, whereas a cold war refers to an ideo-
logical contest through military confrontation with proxy war strat-
egy as the primary medium of rivalry. History shows that a bipolar 
configuration can exist in three different situations. They are: war, 
cold war, and peace.

During 431–404 BCE, Athens and Sparta were the two most 
powerful city-states of ancient Greece. They formed a bipolar con-
figuration in the Mediterranean region, and the Peloponnesian War 
shortly followed.15 This case illustrates a bipolar configuration in 
war. During 579–546 BCE, the State of Jin and the State of Chu were 
two hegemons in the Chinese interstate system that formed a bipo-
lar configuration. After engaging in military confrontations, includ-
ing many wars, for more than eighty years, the two giants signed a 
peace agreement that included the provision: “Jin shall attack any 
that injure Chu, and Chu shall do the same when Jin is injured.”16 
This peace treaty created a superficial alliance, which, after taking 
on a bipolar configuration, made their relations much less violent. 
This case shows that a bipolar configuration can exist in a state of 
war as well as of peace.

Two historical events in 1988 and 1991 respectively also highlight 
the distinction between a bipolar configuration and a cold war. In 
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1988, history witnessed the first visit during the Cold War of an 
American president to the Soviet Union, when the two countries 
reached an agreement on reducing strategic nuclear arms.17 After 
signing the agreement, the American president Ronald Reagan an-
nounced in Moscow that the Cold War was over, and that America 
would no longer regard the Soviet Union as an evil empire.18 If we 
use that announcement as the criterion, therefore, the Cold War 
ended in 1988. However the bipolar configuration did not accord-
ingly end but rather continued until the Soviet collapse at the end 
of 1991. This case also demonstrates that a cold war and a bipolar 
configuration are not at all the same thing, and that one does not 
necessarily follow on from the other.

Three necessary conditions applied to the forming of the Cold 
War. They included nuclear weapons to prevent strategic rivalry 
from escalating into direct war between the United States and the 
Soviet Union; ideological rivalry as the core of strategic competi-
tion; and zero economic and social contacts between the two super-
powers. The absence of any one of these conditions precludes form-
ing a cold war today. Nuclear weapons play a positive role in 
preventing direct war between China and the United States, just as 
they did between the Soviet Union and the United States. Mean-
while, the core conflict between China and the United States is not 
derived from ideological confrontation, and the two giants have 
extensive social contacts in all fields. This situation, therefore, is fun-
damentally different from that between the United States and the 
Soviet Union. The following paragraphs discuss in detail the reason 
why the present strategic rivalry between China and the United 
States is not of a cold war style.

(1) In view of their mutually profound knowledge of nuclear 
weapons, China and the United States will do their utmost to pre-
vent any strategic contest between them from escalating into war. 
In the early period of the Cold War, many people were unaware that 
the function of mutual deterrence that nuclear weapons performed 
could save the world. In the 1960s, Thomas C. Schelling made the 
character distinction between nuclear and nonnuclear weapons in 
his study of the relationship between nuclear weapons and limited 
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war.19 From then on, strategists gradually understood the function 
of mutual nuclear deterrence, and by the 1980s this specialized intel-
ligence had become common knowledge. Nuclear weapons pre-
vented global war from breaking out after World War II and also 
prevented any direct war between the United States and the Soviet 
Union. Although the United States accelerated development of an-
timissile systems after the collapse of the Soviet Union, such im-
proved systems had yet to undermine the function of nuclear deter-
rence. The United States has an advantage over every country with 
regard to antimissile systems but nevertheless exercises extreme 
caution as regards direct military conflicts with nuclear powers. For 
instance, even though the United States strongly opposed Russia’s 
annexation of Crimea, the Obama administration was nonetheless 
cautious about providing lethal military aid to the Ukraine govern-
ment, which had been fighting against Russian military volunteers 
in eastern Ukraine since the middle of 2014.20 Wary that Trump’s 
administration may launch a preventative attack against North 
Korea, the US Congress is considering enacting a law that prevents 
Trump from ordering such a premeditated attack without the prior 
consent of the Congress, as required by the Constitution.21

Both possessing profound knowledge of nuclear deterrence 
strategy, neither China nor the United States considers the possibil-
ity of victory in a nuclear war, even though they keep modernizing 
their nuclear and conventional arsenals. They understand that the 
cost of nuclear war in a competition for hegemony is unaffordable. 
They are also unwilling to bear the costs of proxy war for strategic 
competition, because nuclear proliferation increases the danger of 
escalating proxy war to full-out war. In the next decade, Sino-
American military competition will be more apparent in arms mod-
ernization than in the risk of direct war between them. The further 
shrinkage of their disparity in capability will also inhibit the possi-
bility of proxy war between them, as compared to such a risk be-
tween the Soviet Union and the United States.

(2) The core confrontation between the United States and the 
Soviet Union was derived from ideological opposition during the 
Cold War, but the core competition between China and America is 
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geared to material interests in the twenty-first century. Ideological 
confrontation closely relates to the survival of a regime and leaves 
no room for conciliation. Therefore, it often sparks a life-or-death 
struggle, as when both the United States and the Soviet Union pub-
licly defined the other side as an evil power. Strategic rivalry for 
material interests, including international power, can be extremely 
intense, but it relates to international influence or status rather than 
regime survival. Therefore, China and the United States were reluc-
tant to publically define the other side as the enemy during the pe-
riod through the presidencies of the second term of Clinton, George 
W. Bush, and Obama, preferring instead to maintain a relationship 
of “neither friend nor foe,” or of “superficial friends.”22 Such super-
ficial friendship provides opportunities for each side to initiate con-
ciliation should their strategic competition escalate to potential 
military clashes. In December 2017, the Trump administration pub-
licly defined China as a strategic rival to the United States, but this 
mainly refers to an economic competitor rather than an ideological 
rival.23 Being aware that a cold war may result from states mutually 
defining each other as strategic rivals, the Chinese government pur-
posely downplayed this issue. As long as China constrains itself from 
an ideological contest with the United States, it is still possible for 
the world to avoid sliding backward into a cold war.

If we compare the American-Soviet strategic contest to a boxing 
match, that between China and the United States could be com-
pared to a football game. The former relies mainly on brute force, 
whereas the latter, although featuring physical collisions, depends 
less on violence as the primary competitive medium.24 That no one 
can promise there will never be another cold war is certain, but no 
such risk will arise in the next decade. Even though it is possible that 
the Trump administration will launch new wars during this presi-
dency, they will likely be waged against a much lesser state than 
China. It is possible also that China may become involved in military 
conflicts over the next decade. However, there is only a very slight 
risk that China and the United States will engage in a direct war.

(3) Globalization reduces the vulnerability of interdependence, 
thus making a new cold war unlikely. Many people agree with Ken-
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neth Waltz’s argument that the economic interdependence between 
the French and Germans could not prevent World War I, because it 
shows that amid the throes of strategic rivalry, great powers give 
little thought to the economic damage that war inflicts.25 Therefore, 
they argue, post–Cold War economic globalization will not prevent 
war between a rising state and the hegemon.26 These people, how-
ever, overlook the difference between globalization and bilateral 
interdependence, both of which generate sensitivity between two 
economically interdependent countries. Globalization, however, 
reduces the vulnerability of two interdependent economic entities, 
while bilateral interdependence does exactly the opposite. Robert 
O. Keohane says, “The vulnerability dimension of interdependence 
rests on the relative availability and costliness of the alternatives that 
various actors face.”27 Globalization generates the availability of al-
ternative markets for economic interdependent states and reduces 
the cost of transferring business from one country to another. In the 
age of globalization, each interdependent country can find alterna-
tive markets elsewhere, and at a lower cost should any of them face 
economic sanctions from their original economic partners. For in-
stance, Japanese enterprises quickly transferred their investment 
from China to ASEAN countries during the political confrontations 
between China and Japan in 2012 stemming from their disputes over 
the Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands. Japan’s direct investment in ASEAN 
from January through June 2013 underwent a sharp 88.7 percent 
increase to 998.6 billion yen, while its FDI to China fell 18 percent 
from a year earlier to 470.1 billion yen.28

After the collapse of the Soviet Union, democratization and 
marketization created the global market. Democratization of East 
European countries led to the dissolution of the Council of Mutual 
Economic Assistance and transformed Eastern and Western mar-
kets into a single global one. Marketization opened up the closed 
markets of many developing countries. Apart from a few excep-
tions like North Korea and Cuba, most countries open their do-
mestic markets to foreign capital and products. Foreign trade and 
overseas investment have become two main means for China and 
the United States to access foreign markets and natural resources, 
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both of which are far more effective than war as regards wealth 
accumulation.

(4) In addition to globalization, computer technology is also a 
helpful factor for preventing a new cold war in the twenty-first cen-
tury. Owing to the rapid development of computer science, technol-
ogy is the most important medium for accumulating national wealth 
and reduces the importance of natural resources in economic devel-
opment. Therefore, China and the United States do not need to 
wage war to compete over natural resources. Personal computers 
became popular in the 1980s, and the Internet became a daily-use 
instrument in the 1990s. Computer technology and the Internet ac-
celerate human inventions and productivity to such an extent that 
human productivity has surpassed its consuming capability. China 
and the United States are the countries that have the most advanced 
capability as regards technological inventions and are able to invent 
new products for trade sufficient for all the natural resources they 
need. Hence neither needs to control geographic areas of natural 
resources with military force. In the twenty-first century, the biggest 
problem humankind faces is no longer that productivity cannot 
meet consumption demands, but rather that humanity lacks the ca-
pability to consume all the goods it produces. This problem is known 
as “global overcapacity.”

As regards obtaining natural resources, war becomes a less effi-
cient strategy than foreign investment. China possesses the world’s 
largest foreign reserves, and the US dollar is the most widely held 
currency in the Allocated Reserves. This means that both China and 
the United States possess strong monetary means to obtain natural 
resources globally. In addition, rapid technological development is 
continuously replacing natural resources with newly invented ma-
terials and energy. This means that China’s and the United States’ 
economic growth will depend less on overseas natural resources and 
more on their respective technological inventions. For instance, im-
proved shale gas technology has dramatically reduced American oil 
imports.29 In the future, therefore, China and the United States will 
compete for technological superiority and the consumer market, 
rather than for natural resources. Technology superiority rests on 
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advanced university education at home rather than military compe-
tition abroad, which also helps to distinguish the US-China strategic 
rivalry from the Cold War between the United States and the Soviet 
Union.

CONDITIONS FOR FORMING A WORLD CENTER

With the establishment of the BRICS summit and the G20 summit, 
and especially since China became the world’s second-largest econ-
omy in 2010, discussions about the shift of the global geopolitical 
center have gained pace. The current bipolarization makes this geo-
political issue a more worldwide matter. However, ideas as to ex-
actly where the geopolitical center will shift vary considerably. One 
Argentine scholar, for example, holds that it is shifting from the 
West to the East and from the North to the South,30 while certain 
Chinese scholars believe that the center of the global economy is 
moving toward Asia.31 In 2010, in response to a Mexican reporter’s 
question about this theory, Chinese foreign minister Yang Jiechi 
said, “There is indeed a kind of thinking which considers the world’s 
center of power to be shifting to the East from the West, but I don’t 
agree with this opinion.”32 These differing notions as to the direction 
of the shift of the international geopolitical center are largely attrib-
utable to the absence of any distinction between power redistribu-
tion and configuration change, as well as of objective criteria for 
judging the international geopolitical center.

Criteria for Defining the Global Geopolitical Center

Halford John Mackinder, a British geopolitical strategist, argued, 
according to his World War I experience: “Who rules Eastern Eu-
rope commands the Heartland; who rules the Heartland com-
mands the World-Island; who rules the World-Island controls the 
world.”33 Although his argument is very popular among IR schol-
ars, many historical events do not support his view. During World 
War II, Nazi Germany dominated Eastern Europe, but after losing 
the war the country was ultimately divided into the two entities of 
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East Germany and West Germany. During the Cold War, the Soviet 
Union took control of Eastern Europe, which instead of becoming 
strong enough to rule the entire world later collapsed into fifteen 
countries. Eastern Europe was thus assimilated via the European 
Union (EU), where, again, it did not make the EU more powerful 
but rather undermined integration among its members. 34 The 2016 
trend of EU disintegration implies the process of a shifting of the 
global geopolitical center away from Europe. After the Cold War, 
the United States became the most militarily influential power in 
Eastern Europe by virtue of its eastern expansion of NATO. This, 
however, was not the reason why the United States became the sole 
global superpower; it was rather the collapse of the Soviet Union 
that resulted in a US-dominated unipolar world. If the Soviet Union 
had not fallen, the bipolar configuration would have continued. In 
addition, American military domination of Eastern Europe did not 
lead to its command over the continent as a whole even after the 
collapse of the Soviet Union, and especially after Putin came to 
power.

A world center is determined not by its natural geographical po-
sition, but by the capability of the countries that reside there. Spe-
cifically, there are two necessary conditions for an area to become 
the international geopolitical center. First, it must contain the 
world’s most influential states; that is to say, one or more leading 
states in possession of material force, especially military force, and 
political capability of a level that exceeds the reach of secondary 
states. Material capability enables those leading states to lead the 
world, and political capability makes them models for lesser states 
to follow. Second, an international geopolitical center should be a 
hotbed of intensive international rivalry between contending pow-
erful states. History shows that the strategic rivalry between leading 
states is manifested in two situations: one wherein the focus is on 
dominating the geopolitical center in which they reside; the other 
wherein power rivalry expands from the geopolitical center to pe-
ripheral areas. Absent the rivalry for ruling the locale of leading 
states, that area cannot become the international geopolitical center. 
Therefore, the first situation reflects the fundamental condition 
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whereby an area becomes the geopolitical center, while the second 
is an extension of the first.

In the 150 years leading up to the end of World War II, Europe 
was generally acknowledged as the geopolitical center of the world. 
During this period, European powers competed for overseas colo-
nies as well as for domination of Europe. Europe was hence both 
the stomping ground for global competitors and the arena wherein 
those great powers competed for its domination. Britain, France, 
and Russia, among other countries, for instance, competed for con-
trol over the Balkan Peninsula, a strategic rivalry that led to the 
Crimean War. Hitler’s aggressive expansion within Europe also 
caused wars there. Africa, meanwhile, was a colonial continent over 
whose command European powers constantly vied. The absence of 
global influential states on that continent, however, precluded its 
becoming the global geopolitical center. Europe’s global supremacy 
having been undermined by two world wars, it was indeed the rise 
of the Soviet Union that salvaged and reinstated its status as the 
central area of international politics.35

During the Cold War, the United States and the Soviet Union 
were the world’s most powerful states, and also the major strategic 
rivals in the global system. As the location of the Soviet Union, one 
of the two “poles,” Europe was also a focus of fierce strategic com-
petition between these two superpowers. Europe was thus able to 
retain its status as the central area of international politics through-
out the Cold War. In 1946, Winston Churchill, the then British prime 
minister, said in his famous speech in Fulton: “From Stettin in the 
Baltic to Trieste in the Adriatic, an iron curtain has descended across 
the Continent.”36 It is precisely because the core strategic rivalry 
between the two superpowers happened to be in Europe that this 
“iron curtain” descended across this continent rather than any other 
region. With the exception of the United States and Canada, all 
members of NATO and of the Warsaw Pact Organization resided in 
Europe. This phenomenon implies Europe, on the one hand, as the 
geological location of global competitors, but on the other, as the 
core area of the strategic rivalry between the United States and the 
Soviet Union.
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The above analysis of the two necessary conditions for being an 
international geopolitical center can also be applied to the judgment 
of a geopolitical center in ancient independent interstate systems. 
Notwithstanding various differences otherwise, both modern global 
systems and ancient interstate systems are anarchical in nature; thus 
their geopolitical centers are determined by the location of the most 
powerful states, which doubles as the core area of strategic rivalry 
between those states.

Bipolarization and the Shift of the 

Global Geopolitical Center

The United States is the only country to have remained the most 
powerful global competitor in both the Cold War bipolar configura-
tion and the unipolar configuration of the post–Cold War period, 
but Europe was regarded as the international geopolitical center 
throughout both epochs. Therefore, there is a misconception at 
large that the geopolitical center will remain in Europe for however 
long the United States maintains its status as the strongest super-
power, no matter whether the global configuration is bipolar or uni-
polar. However, the current bipolarization between China and the 
United States refutes that view.

The United States can be identified as both a Pacific country and 
an Atlantic country, but its geographic location is unchanged. Since 
the end of World War II, the United States has remained the world’s 
most powerful state and seems likely to continue as top superpower 
for the next decade. As the United States remains a superpower in 
an unchanged geographic location, therefore, it can hardly be the 
force behind the current shift of the international geopolitical cen-
ter. Methodologically, it should not be regarded as a major variable 
in an analysis of the direction in which the center is shifting. After 
controlling America as a constant, we should compare the changes 
in capability gap between European powers and East Asia states, 
which is the key variable determining the shift of the international 
geopolitical center in the coming decade.
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Although European states and America both experienced rela-
tive declines in capability after the financial crisis of 2008, each has 
had different impacts on the shift of the geopolitical center. Within 
the next decade, the relative decline of the United States will not 
alter its world superpower status, and as a global competitor the 
United States will undoubtedly still be a major strategic player in 
East Asia. However, the relative decline in European states has di-
minished their global influence to a level lower than some East Asian 
countries. Lord Green, the chairman of Asia House, says, “Europe 
has retreated from being the self-defined center of the world to what 
it had been before the 15th century—a corner of the Eurasian land 
mass.”37 The combined GDP of China and Japan, respectively the 
world’s second- and third-largest economies, plus ASEAN, Korea, 
Taiwan, and Hong Kong, is larger than the GDP of the EU and Rus-
sia combined. The military expenditures of European states and East 
Asian countries and regions reflect the same situation. In 2016, 
twenty-eight members of the EU reported €199 billion (approxi-
mately $238.8 billion) of government expenditure on defense;38 
meanwhile China’s budgeted expenditure on defense was $146 bil-
lion,39 and that of Japan and South Korea were $44 billion40 and $36 
billion41 respectively.

In addition, perhaps the most important factor that could make 
Europe lose its status as global geopolitical center is that no Euro-
pean state, including Germany and Russia, has sufficient capability 
to be a global competitor, and therefore none of the European coun-
tries possesses the potential to become a superpower. China, mean-
while, is rising as a new superpower in East Asia, and becoming a 
global strategic competitor. All in all, therefore, the current shift of 
the geopolitical center is being driven by the conversion of disparity 
in national capability between major European states and China.

The rapid growth of the national capability of China as an up-
and-coming superpower not only brings about a power redistribu-
tion that changes the international configuration from unipolar to 
bipolar but also drives the shift of the global geopolitical center 
from Europe toward East Asia. In the 1980s, the promisingly rapid 
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economic growth of Japan and the “four Asian tigers,” South Korea, 
Taiwan, Hong Kong, and Singapore, failed to make East Asia the 
global geopolitical center. Apart from the existence of the Soviet 
Union as a superpower, the other main factor in this nonfulfillment 
is that of Japan’s lacking the potential to become a superpower 
after World War II owing to its being an economic power and not 
a country of comprehensive capability. In striking contrast to Ja-
pan’s rise in the 1980s, which was based purely on economic 
growth, China’s rise has been built on the construction of its com-
prehensive capability since the 1999 US bombing of the Chinese 
embassy in Belgrade. China’s rise reduces not only its economic 
gap with the United States, but also notable disparity in the do-
mains of politics, military, and culture. As a result, China has be-
come the United States’ chief rival for global leadership in the 
twenty-first century, and it was listed as the first strategic threat to 
American interests by Trump’s administration.42 No European 
state, including Russia, qualifies as a global competitor of the United 
States. Therefore, America’s biggest strategic competitor is now in 
East Asia rather than Europe.

China’s rise provides East Asia with a superpower wielding 
world-class influence and also makes the region a core area of stra-
tegic competition between superpowers. As previously mentioned, 
the second necessary condition for a region to become the global 
geopolitical center is that whereby global powers jostle for suprem-
acy over it. In 2010, the Obama administration adopted the “pivot 
to Asia” strategy, later renamed the “rebalance to the Asia-Pacific” 
strategy. This strategy of America’s implies that East Asia is fast be-
coming the focal point of strategic rivalry between global powers.43 
In view of America’s weakened relative capability, the narrowing 
geographical range of its global strategy toward the new center is to 
be expected. The United States may then deal with the present chal-
lenge of the real rising power in East Asia. The purpose of America’s 
pivot-to-Asia strategy is thus to maintain its influence and predomi-
nance in the new geopolitical center of world power. The US troop 
withdrawals from the Middle East, and an expanded US military 
presence in East Asia, moreover, clearly confirm that East Asia is 
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becoming the new center of world power. Faced with the reality that 
China is an emerging superpower, the United States is fearful of 
losing its domination over East Asia. In recent years, American strat-
egists have repeatedly claimed to be an East Asian country in private 
conversations with Chinese counterparts, and consequently that 
America cannot tolerate being squeezed out of East Asia. Even 
though Trump’s administration determines American strategic in-
terest from an economic perspective, it could hardly define any 
other region as of greater importance to the United States in this era 
than East Asia. Although the Trump administration coined the term 
“Indio-Pacific” for the sake of differing from Obama’s administra-
tion, Northeast Asia and Southeast Asia are discussed before any 
other region in the section entitled “The Strategy in a Regional Con-
text” in the National Security Strategy of 2017.44

While China’s rise leads to the emergence of a new superpower 
with global influence in East Asia and endows larger economic and 
military capability on East Asia than Europe, the United States joins 
China in increasing their disparity in capability with other major 
powers, such as Japan, Germany, Russia, the UK, France, and India, 
in the coming decade. This bipolarization has inevitably caused in-
tense rivalry between China and the United States in East Asia.45 
The power redistribution caused by China’s rise is thus accompanied 
by the change of configuration from unipolar to bipolar, and the 
shift of the global geopolitical center from Europe to East Asia. In 
the history of East Asia, the strategic competition between the cen-
tral dynasty and a major power in this region, such as the Han Dy-
nasty–Hun, Song Dynasty–Jin, and Ming Dynasty–Manchu rival-
ries, provides good examples of the linkage between intensive 
rivalry and power transition between leading states.46

Evolving Fields of Strategic Competition

Historically, a shift of the world center was generally accomplished 
through warfare, so military supremacy was always intensely pur-
sued in order to enhance strategic competitiveness.47 The strategic 
competition between the Soviet Union and the United States during 
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the Cold War also supports the general knowledge of the strategy 
popularly at play in hegemonic rivalry. Nevertheless, this knowledge 
must confront the challenge of the rising strategy that China has 
adopted in the twenty-first century, whereby it prioritizes economic 
development over military might. The country’s rising strategy, 
however, is predictable rather than unreasonable, according to cor-
ollary 2, as mentioned at the beginning of this chapter. China’s stra-
tegic preference does not reflect the uniqueness of Chinese leader-
ship in history but is rather geared to the different historical era it 
now faces. In an age where nuclear weapons inhibit direct war be-
tween major powers, technological innovations constitute the main 
wealth-generating resources. In addition, globalization brings easy 
access to foreign markets and natural resources; thus it is reasonable 
for China to adopt a historically untried strategy for its rise in the 
twenty-first century. China’s economic-oriented strategic prefer-
ence has effectively induced Sino-American strategic rivalry in an 
economic rather than military context, although it does not rule out 
the possibility of military conflicts, including proxy war, between 
them in the future.

Strategic competition for global domination consists of both eco-
nomic and military rivalry. Although China is now the world largest 
trader in goods, and has the most foreign exchange reserves, it falls 
far behind the United States in military capability. China’s annual 
military expenditure is less than one-third that of the United States, 
whose military budget for the fiscal year 2018 is nearly $700 bil-
lion.48 China’s real military prowess also has yet to catch up with 
Russia’s, owing to its lack of modern war combat experience. In 
other words, mathematical military capability, or that measured ac-
cording to the monetary value of military assets, does not necessar-
ily equal physically measured military might, or that measured ac-
cording to real offensive and defensive capabilities. Because the 
economic disparity between China and the United States is rela-
tively small and the military gap remains wide, economic competi-
tion between these two countries will be far more intense than any 
militaristic vying between them.
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A global geopolitical center also entails a region that is a hotbed 
of global powers wielding world-class ideological impacts. During 
the Cold War, both the Marxist-Leninist communism of the Soviet 
Union and the capitalism practiced by the United States were global 
ideologies. The resultant ideological confrontation had a strong im-
pact not only on their foreign policies but also on those of other 
countries. After the Cold War, the liberal vision shared by the United 
States and European states became the sole dominant global ideol-
ogy, to the extent of being regarded as the soft power of Western 
countries.49 Since 2016, however, the dominance of liberalism as a 
global ideology has been challenged by anti-establishmentarianism 
in the United States and populism in Europe. The diminished influ-
ence of liberalism implies that Europe is losing its status also as an 
ideological world center.

Although China’s ideological influence in the world is less signifi-
cant than America’s, it is nevertheless becoming increasingly per-
suasive. Martin Jacques argues in When China Rules the World that 
Chinese values “will remain pervasive and, with China’s growing 
influence, acquire a global significance.”50 Foreign strategists and 
policy analysts usually refer only to the ideas of deceased Chinese 
thinkers and strategists like Laozi, Confucius, Zeng Guofan, Liang 
Qichao, Mao Zedong, and Deng Xiaoping. Nowadays, however, 
foreign strategists, policy analysts, and academics are paying atten-
tion to the strategic thinking of living Chinese. In 2008, Mark Leon-
ard, a British policy analyst, published What Does China Think?, the 
first book by a foreign strategist on China’s modern strategic think-
ing in the twenty-first century.51 In 2010, Chung-in Moon, a South 
Korean strategist, published a book on the same theme under the 
title Grand Strategies of China’s Rise: In-Depth Dialogue with Leading 
Chinese Intellectuals.52 That the ideas of those living in a rising state 
are being studied by international strategists and policy analysts sig-
nifies that the rising power is also gaining ideological influence in 
the world sphere. In any event, the future of a rising power depends, 
to a much larger extent, on the ideas of living people than on those 
of the long gone.
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SUMMARY

China-US bipolarization is the result of the shrinking disparity in 
comprehensive capabilities between China and the United States, 
but the fundamental reason for it is the differing levels of efficiency 
of the Chinese and American leaderships. After Clinton’s adminis-
tration, the United States witnessed three leaderships, none of 
which carried out political reforms as efficient as the Chinese gov-
ernment did. Inefficient leadership has mainly disenabled the United 
States from preventing China’s reduction of the disparity in capabil-
ity between them. As aggressive leadership prevails in most major 
states, bipolarization will likely gather pace over the next decade.

It is quite possible that a bipolar world will be formally estab-
lished in the next few years, but the strategic competition between 
China and the United States will be in a different style from that 
between America and the Soviet Union in the Cold War. The US-
China strategic competition and the US-Soviet strategic rivalry are 
the same in nature, but different in form and content. In accordance 
with the reduced disparity in capability between China and the 
United States, these two countries will be involved in all-around 
rivalry, but there is little danger of their falling into a direct war, 
mainly owing to the nuclear weapons they both possess. There is 
also a slight possibility that the world may witness a new cold war, 
because of the combined roles of globalization, improved computer 
technology, and less possible ideological confrontation between 
China and the United States.

A type change in international configuration is caused by power 
redistribution among leading states but does not necessarily result 
in a shift of the global geopolitical center. There are two necessary 
conditions for forming the global geopolitical center. First, the re-
gion must be an area where at least one leading strategic competitor 
is located. Second, the region must be crucial, to the extent that 
domination of it is a precondition for gaining leadership of the 
world. It is the latter that drives rival leading states to compete over 
control of that region. Today, the power redistribution caused by 
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China’s rise and America’s relative decline are changing the post–
Cold War configuration from unipolar to bipolar. Coincidently, this 
bipolarization is concurrent with Europe’s decline. The engine driv-
ing the present shift of the global geopolitical center, therefore, is 
the combination of China’s rise and Europe’s decline, rather than 
America’s relative decline.
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5
Leadership and International 
Norms

其身正, 不令而行；其身不正, 虽令不行。
(Righteous leaders are followed; corrupt leaders are resisted.)
CONFUCIUS

As changes in international norms result from state interactions, 
students of IR have a misled tendency to ignore the fact that leading 
states play a far more dominant role than lesser states in the shaping 
of new international norms. That international norms change ac-
cording to leading states’ conduct of foreign affairs in an interna-
tional system is the theme of this chapter. The analysis of this argu-
ment is guided by corollary 3: pursuit of self-interest is the primary 
motivation of state actions as well as the selective force behind the 
evolution of international norms. That is to say, the desire of leading 
states to set up or maintain an international order that favors their 
domination is the engine that drives them to promote new interna-
tional norms. As different types of international leadership have dif-
ferent strategic preferences, interactions between leading states and 
other states can either promote international cooperation or inten-
sify international conflicts. Since leading states’ conduct of their 

LEADERSHIP AND INTERNATIONAL 

NORMS
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foreign policy is crucial to shaping new norms, therefore, it is neces-
sary to study exactly how they establish new norms in the anarchical 
international system.

EARLY STUDIES OF LEADERSHIP AND NORM CHANGE

Early studies of the role of leadership in international politics were 
mainly carried out by theorists of decision making. Behaviorist 
scholars of the 1960s studied foreign policy making from the per-
spective of political leaders’ personal characteristics, educational 
background, religious beliefs, political experience, and professional 
knowledge. Some of their conclusions about types of leaders are 
helpful in addressing this topic. Richard C. Snyder and his col-
leagues, for instance, distinguished two types of leaders: one iden-
tifiable through in-order-to motives, and the other through because-
of motives.1 Based on these two types of leaders, James E. Dougherty 
and Robert L. Pfaltzgraff argue that the former consciously creates 
or reforms norms, while the latter does so unconsciously.2 I agree 
with them insofar as types of leadership constitute a determining 
factor in reforming international norms, but I would not use their 
typology to categorize international leadership, because it cannot 
explain antithetical actions by the same type of leaders when prac-
ticing the same international norms. Take for example US presidents 
Lyndon B. Johnson and George W. Bush, both of whom are leaders 
typified by in-order-to motives. Johnson advocated the Treaty on 
the Non-proliferation of Nuclear Weapons (NPT) and restricted 
cooperation with illegitimate nuclear powers, yet George W. Bush 
violated the NPT by engaging in nuclear cooperation with India, 
which is not a party to the treaty.3 The category of international 
leadership in chapter 2 will be used for analysis in this chapter.

Theorists focused on international norms widely agree with Mar-
tha Finnemore and Kathryn Sikkink that changes in leading states 
are prerequisite to changes in the character of international norms. 
They hold that the formulation of new international norms usually 
goes through three phases: (1) leading states propose new norms; 
(2) the majority of states follow the proposal; and (3) the norms are 
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internalized or socialized as universal principles guiding interna-
tional behavior.4 Although this analytical model is useful, its dialec-
tic methodology fails to make the distinction between independent 
and dependent variables. On the one hand, it argues that changes in 
people’s perceptions change international norms, but on the other 
suggests that international norms construct people’s perception of 
national interests.5 To avoid the pitfall whereby perception becomes 
both an independent and a dependent variable in theory building, 
I will explore the relationship between the changes in leading states’ 
actions and changes in international norms. That is to say, the type 
of international leadership is the independent variable, and the type 
of international norms is dependent on the leadership type. Leading 
states selectively promote the norms in favor of their interests rather 
than being persuaded into accepting all good norms including those 
unfavorable to their interests. Therefore, different types of leading 
states advocate different norms. To avoid arbitrary judgment, in this 
book, a leading state’s actions are used as the criterion through 
which to define its type of leadership, and its impact on international 
norms is judged according to chronological sequence. In other 
words, the leading state’s actions should take place before any 
changes in international norms.

Finding that the new norms promoted by leading states some-
times succeed but can also fail, G. John Ikenberry and Charles A. 
Kupchan studied the processes and conditions through which lead-
ing states had successfully advanced new international norms. They 
identified three mechanisms whereby dominant states socialize 
other states into new international norms. They are normative per-
suasion, external inducement, and internal reconstruction.6 Nor-
mative persuasion initially entails the elites of other states’ inter-
nalization of the new norms advocated by a dominant state and 
their subsequent adoption of new policies. External inducement 
and internal reconstruction involve first changing the policies of 
lesser states and then effecting changes through these states’ ac-
ceptance of the new norms.7 In this model, the three mechanisms 
overlap with each other, and internal reconstruction is especially 
questionable.
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The first problem is that normative persuasion has some overlap 
with external inducement. Diplomatic persuasion includes inform-
ing the lesser states of the potential benefits of behaving according 
to a given conduct principle and harms of not doing so. This kind of 
persuasion is similar to external inducement. The second problem 
is that external inducement is often incorporated into the efforts of 
internal reconstruction to change the national leadership of a lesser 
state. For instance, America forced the Japanese government to ac-
cept new norms after World War II by changing Japan’s constitution 
and government, such that the Japanese government accepted the 
international norm of migrant labor under America’s pressure.8 The 
third problem is that internal reconstruction confuses the process 
and outcome of socialization. Ikenberry and Kupchan argue that 
normative persuasion consists in a lesser state first internalizing new 
norms and subsequently changing its policies.9 But in fact, this 
mechanism does not include any process of a country’s internaliza-
tion but directly assumes such an outcome. In reality, however, the 
internalization of a norm consists in its process of socialization 
among the people of a country, rather than just a few of its policy 
makers. The acceptance of the dominant state’s persuasion by a 
lesser state’s policy makers does not equate to that country’s inter-
nalization of the new norm. Although inducement and internal re-
construction can make the leaders of a secondary state accept the 
dominant state’s norms and reflect them in its policies, this does not 
signify that state’s socialization of the norm. Policy makers’ accep-
tance of a new norm, regardless of whether they are persuaded, co-
erced, or reconstructed into doing so, represents only the beginning 
of the socialization process rather than its outcome.

TYPES OF LEADERSHIP AND TYPES OF NORMS

Based on the assumption that the two core functions of leadership 
are to provide direction and exercise influence, this section will ana-
lyze the impact that international leadership imposes on the change 
in type of international norms, and through what approaches in
ternational leadership exercises its influence on other states. To 
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understand the relationships between international leadership and 
international norms, it is necessary also to discuss the accordant 
categories of relations between leaderships and norms, as well as 
the mechanisms for shaping new norms through interactions be-
tween leading states and other countries.

Categorization of International Norms

To understand the impact that different international leaderships 
have on changes in international norms, we must examine the dif-
ferent conducts of the four types of leadership: humane authority, 
hegemony, anemocracy, and tyranny. Since types of international 
leadership refer to the principles that guide the decision making of 
leading states, the type of a given international leadership can be 
determined by leading states’ foreign policy, just as spitting, or not, 
in a public place signifies an individual’s level of concern about pub-
lic health issues. A leading state may provide different types of in-
ternational leadership at different times, and for various reasons. 
Therefore, we need to characterize the international leadership of a 
leading state according to its main conduct over a given period.

When analyzing the accordance between leadership types and 
norm types, a clear definition of an international norm is as impor-
tant as defining international leadership. Stephen D. Krasner says, 
“Norms are principles of behavior defined in terms of rights and 
obligations.”10 Based on this definition, I would define international 
norms as behavioral principles in regard to the rights and obligations 
accepted by the majority of states in an independent international 
system. This definition includes the norms of both violent and non-
violent conduct.11 It also serves as a reminder that a dominant state’s 
foreign policy principles should not be regarded as international 
norms until they have been accepted by the majority of international 
members, because it is only then that they will be popular and in-
fluential enough to influence the actions of the majority of states.

International society is composed of both natural and social char-
acters, which means that international norms relate to either one of 
the two. This reality calls for distinctions between types of interna-
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tional norms according to the essential conduct of foreign affairs 
when rooted in the natural or the social characters. Xunzi said, “Sage 
kings try to win men; hegemons to acquire allies: tyrants to conquer 
others’ land.”12 Borrowing from Xunzi’s categorization of leading 
states’ foreign policy principles, we can modify it into four types of 
international norms—realpolitik, coward-bully, double standard, 
and morality—shaped respectively by tyrannical, anemocratic, he-
gemonic, and humane authority leaderships. The realpolitik and 
coward-bully norms are rooted in the innate character of interna-
tional society, while the double-standard and morality norms are 
rooted in the nurtured character of human society. Both the moral-
ity and realpolitik norms result from the consistent behavior of lead-
ing states, while double-standard and coward-bully norms result 
from the inconsistent actions of leading states (see table 5.1).

Driven by their innately human character, tyrannical states will 
follow the realpolitik principle, also known as the survival of the 
fittest/social Darwinism. Guided by this principle, a tyrannical lead-
ership’s actions will be reflected in its ensuing norms. Realpolitik 
norms refer to the principle of achieving national interests through 
coercive measures, mainly military force. This phenomenon is il-
lustrated by European states’ practice of the principle of the right of 
conquest and occupation when competing for colonies from the 
sixteenth to the nineteenth centuries.13 Realpolitik norms are based 
on the inborn nature of human beings and serve as a popular prin-
ciple of state conduct in the absence of the constraints of more pro-
gressive social norms. This is similar to the second law of thermo-
dynamics that says, “The entropy of an isolated system never 
decreases.” Without the external intervention of human self-
actualization, the natural state of any social interaction tends toward 

TABLE 5.1: TYPES OF INTERNATIONAL NORMS

Conduct

System Characters Consistent Inconsistent

Social Moral norms Double-standard norms
Natural Realpolitik norms Coward-bully norms
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chaos. Confucius believed that it is natural for states to strengthen 
their security through military might. He said: “The origins of 
wounding lie far back. It was born along with mankind. . . . Wasps 
and scorpions are born with a sting. When they see danger they 
make use of it so as to protect their bodies. Human beings are born 
with joy and anger; hence, troops arise, and they came into being 
at the same time human beings did.”14 In other words, humans in-
stinctively use violence as a means of self-protection and for the sake 
of interests.

Coward-bully norms often result from the actions of anemocratic 
leadership. Also driven by innate human nature but without political 
principles, anemocracies follow the coward-bully principle, which 
refers to browbeating the weak but fearing the strong. This type of 
leading state usually bullies lesser states when in possession of a 
larger material capability than its rivals and ignores its own strategic 
credibility in an international system. However, when faced with 
tough states, no matter whether they are big or small, anemocratic 
states will avoid conflict owing to a timid mentality. For instance, 
the Trump administration launched a direct military assault in April 
2017 against the Assad regime in Syria in response to the threat that 
the Syrian government appeared to constitute to its own people by 
virtue of its use of chemical weapons, yet it dared not make any 
military response to North Korea’s nuclear tests in August of the 
same year.15

Moral norms refer to the principles that guide states toward 
achieving their interests through the legal means applicable to a spe-
cific historical period. For example, by 1997, 165 states had signed 
the Convention on the Prohibition of the Development, Produc-
tion, Stockpiling and Use of Chemical Weapons and on Their De-
struction (CWC).16 This convention prohibits states from using 
chemical weapons in warfare. The moral principles guiding foreign 
policy are based on cultural education and become the norm when 
the majority of member states agree on them for the sake of peaceful 
settlement of conflicts. When moral norms are weakened, realpoli-
tik principles automatically resume power as the norms dominating 
states’ behavior. Different from the tyrannical and anemocratic lead-
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erships, leading states that display humane authority observe moral 
principles that are known, based on the social character of interna-
tional society, as progressive courtesy.

Double-standard norms are much more popular than the other 
three types of norms in the history of interstate relations. As inter-
national society consists in both natural and social characters, real-
politik principles and moral principles often simultaneously direct 
states’ actions. In most cases, hegemonic states apply realpolitik 
principles when dealing with enemies, and moral principles with 
friends or allies. Since this kind of practice became popular in the 
international system, we have defined such a scenario as a double-
standard norm. For instance, the United States has scarcely criti-
cized its ally Saudi Arabia for its poor human rights record, yet it 
imposed sanctions on its enemy Cuba for such transgressions during 
the Cold War.

Mechanisms Shaping International Norms

The actions of leading states decide the type of their leadership, and 
the actions of these states encourage other states to follow the prin-
ciples of conduct that they adopt. When the majority of states adopt 
that principle it becomes socialized into an international norm, as 
shown in figure 5.1.

When analyzing the relationship between types of international 
leadership and international norms, the former is an independent 
variable, and the latter is the dependent variable. Changes in the 
type of international leadership bring about changes in interna-
tional norms through leading states’ interaction with other states. 
As such, the intervening variable, that is to say, the interaction be-
tween leading states and other states, is the medium through which 

Formation of
International

Norms

Interactions Guided
by the Same Principle

of Conduct

Types of
International
Leadership

FIGURE 5.1 Types of international leadership and formation of international norms
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the leadership type alters international norms. The intervening vari-
able can take on the values of conventional interaction, which 
strengthens existing norms, or unconventional interaction, which 
leads to the emergence of new norms.

Leading states cannot impact international norms other than 
through their interactions with the member states of a given inter-
national system. It is widely agreed that the existence of several in-
dependent international systems prior to the fifteenth century was 
attributable to the absence of interaction between states on different 
continents.17 The interstate norms of those contemporary systems, 
therefore, were different. Interaction is a mechanism through which 
to establish international norms, but it does not guarantee that all 
member states in a given system (whether a regional or a global one) 
will respond to other states’ actions under the same principle of 
conduct.

To understand the different effects of interactions between lead-
ing states and other states, therefore, it is necessary to clarify the 
distinction between conventional and unconventional interactions. 
An action that accords with existing norms comes under the cate-
gory of conventional interaction, while one that violates those 
norms is referred to as an unconventional interaction. Conventional 
interactions strengthen existing international norms, while uncon-
ventional interactions change them. Changes in the types of inter-
national norms, therefore, stem from unconventional interactions 
between states.

Understanding how the interactions between leading states and 
other states influence existing norms entails differentiating between 
the mechanisms of international norm changes and their outcomes. 
Wendt suggests that there are three pathways to internalizing inter-
national norms: force, price, and legitimacy.18 This categorization, 
however, obfuscates the mechanisms and outcomes of internaliza-
tion of international norms. Internalization refers to the process 
whereby a conscious behavior becomes a subconscious one. As 
such, actions consistent with norms born of reward seeking or pun-
ishment avoidance constitute conscious rather than subconscious 
behavior. Thus, they are not the outcome of internalization but 
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rather illustrate the mechanisms of punishment and reward used in 
internalization. By contrast, behaviors based on legitimacy are sub-
conscious actions and are the outcomes rather than the mechanisms 
of internalization.

Based on the above distinctions, we suggest that consent rather 
than coercion is the most efficient way for leading states to wield 
influence when shaping new international norms. Consent is greatly 
facilitated by a leading state setting itself up as an example to con-
vince others of the benefits of following its principle of conduct. 
Robert Gilpin says that “the ‘governance’ of the international system 
is in part maintained by the prestige and moral leadership of the 
hegemonic power.”19 Here, I would replace Wendt’s pathways with 
three mechanisms through which all types of leading states change 
international norms. They are: (1) example-imitation: setting up an 
example for other states to emulate; (2) support-reinforcement: re-
warding states that enact a similar principle of conduct; and (3) 
punishment-maintenance: penalizing those that violate that prin-
ciple. When the majority of states convert their principle of conduct 
to one that is in compliance with that of leading states, it can be said 
that such a principle has evolved into an international norm (see 
figure 5.2).

The example-imitation mechanism takes effect by convincing 
lesser states to imitate the behavioral principles of leading states. A 
leading state enjoys more international power than other states, and 
this fact persuades other states that its behavioral principles consti-
tute important reasons for its success; hence, they will imitate the 
leading state’s behavior principles. The leading state’s example, 

Actions of
Leading States

Punishment - Maintenance

Changes in
International NormsSupport - Reinforcement

Example - Imitation 

FIGURE 5.2 Mechanisms through which states change international norms
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moreover, has influence on both the targets and the observers of its 
actions. During the Spring and Autumn period, Zheng Zijia, a min-
ister of the Zheng State, wrote in a letter to Zhao Xuanzi, the execu-
tor of the Jin State: “Small states follow the great states in a human 
way when large states have virtue; small states will behave like deer 
and risk danger in desperation when great states have no virtue.”20 
Generally speaking, when addressing conflicts with other states, a 
leading state’s adoption of negotiations as a means of resolution is 
likely to encourage other states to follow moral principles, while its 
decision to use force to settle the conflict is likely to make other 
states resort to realpolitik principles. The former promotes the in-
ternalization of moral principles into norms and the latter that of 
realpolitik principles into norms. Whether or not the example-
imitation mechanism consolidates the existing norms or shapes new 
norms depends on whether or not the leading powers’ behavioral 
principles are consistent with existing norms.

Example-imitation differs from normative persuasion as pro-
posed by Ikenberry and Kupchan. Normative persuasion appeals to 
the instinctive psychological behaviors of reward motivation and 
punishment avoidance, while leading by example allows lesser states 
to choose whether or not they wish to emulate such behavior. In 
other words, when a leading state leads by example, it respects other 
states’ free will and allows international society at large to judge 
whether or not it wishes to follow the line of the leading state with-
out the threat of using coercion. The other difference between lead-
ing by example and normative persuasion is that the former requires 
a leading state to practice what it preaches, while the latter precludes 
a leading state from practicing the norm that it tries to persuade 
other states to follow. For example, the United States violated the 
NPT treaty by engaging in nuclear cooperation with India, yet it 
successfully persuaded other states to follow the NPT and impose 
sanctions on North Korea’s nuclear tests.21

The support-reinforcement mechanism is one whereby a leading 
state’s support of other states’ actions that are consistent with a prin-
ciple it advocates reinforces other states’ belief in that particular 
principle. For example, after World War II, the United States con-
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sistently supported Israel’s military attacks on its neighbors, a policy 
that reinforced Israel’s belief in realpolitik principles. Another ex-
ample is the United States’ adoption of a double-standard principle 
after the Cold War through its support for separatist movements in 
other countries, that is to say, supporting separatist movements in 
non-Western states but not in Western states. This policy encour-
aged other Western states to practice the same principle on this 
issue. An existing international norm is reinforced when a leading 
state supports the actions of other states that are consistent with that 
norm. The support-reinforcement mechanism, however, also makes 
it possible for an existing norm to be replaced by a new one if the 
leading state supports other states’ violation of that norm.

The punishment-maintenance mechanism refers to a leading 
state’s adoption of punitive policies toward states that violate the 
type of behavior principles that it advocates. When a leading state 
imposes punishment on a state for violating existing norms, its puni-
tive policy helps to maintain those norms by increasing the costs of 
such violations and encouraging other states to adapt their behavior 
in ways that conform to those norms. For instance, Iraq’s annexa-
tion of Kuwait in 1990 violated the UN Charter, which prohibit the 
use of force to violate the territorial integrity or political indepen-
dence of a sovereign state.22 In response to these violations, the 
United States punished Iraq through the Persian Gulf War in Janu-
ary 1991.23 This punitive action made Iraq and other states under-
stand that they must abide by relevant UN conventions. Such pun-
ishment helps to maintain existing norms in the two respects 
whereby it inhibits states’ belief in principles that oppose existing 
norms, and increases their consciousness of existing norms. How-
ever, if the punishment targets the action of a state that does act in 
accord with existing norms, then the punitive policy of leading 
states can by the same token reduce other states’ consciousness  
of existing norms and deepen their belief in antithetical principles. 
For instance, the United States imposed a half-century trade em-
bargo on Cuba for having a political system different than America’s. 
This policy resulted in Latin American states’ mistrust of noninter
vention norms based on the UN Charter, and their adoption of the 
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principle of military intervention into any South American state in 
which a coup has occurred.

Each of the above three mechanisms could operate through ei-
ther conventional or unconventional interactions between leading 
states, and between leading and lesser states. In most cases, when 
the behavioral principle of leading states is consistent with existing 
norms, it will lead to conventional interactions, but otherwise to 
unconventional interactions. Therefore, the former strengthens ex-
isting norms, and the latter helps to shape new norms.

CHANGE IN THE TYPE OF INTERNATIONAL NORMS

The previous two sections respectively raised four types of interna-
tional norms and proposed three mechanisms through which to 
establish new international norms. This section will apply these cat-
egories to a discussion on the accord between leadership types and 
type changes as reflected in international norms. Based on case his-
tories, this section will also discuss the direction of the evolution of 
international norms.

Norm Types Shaped by International Leaderships

(1) When the international leadership is a tyrannical one, its actions 
tend to erode moral norms and drive other states to follow realpo-
litik principles. Tyrannical leading states often support or encourage 
their allies’ adoption of aggressive stances toward enemies, which 
objectively fosters their belief in realpolitik principles. Motivated by 
its own interests, a tyrannical leadership may even adopt realpolitik 
actions in response to the moral actions of others when a realpolitik 
policy promises to generate greater profit. Such actions effectively 
punish those adhering to moral principles, so objectively weakening 
other states’ belief in moral norms and pushing them toward adop-
tion of realpolitik principles.

During the latter half of the Warring States period, the State of 
Qin established a typical tyrannical interstate leadership. The state’s 
adoption of a brutal policy in accordance with realpolitik principles 
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caused other states to perceive the Qin as a predator state24 that vio-
lated interstate agreements and annexed the territory of states that 
did adhere to interstate treaties. The Qin’s savage actions caused 
other states to adopt a realpolitik policy toward it. For example, in 
peace negotiations with the State of Zhao, Qin proposed that Zhao 
could end the war by ceding to it six of its cities. Yu Qing, a minister 
of the Zhao state, advised King Huiwen of Zhao: “Qin is a state of 
beasts and has no respect for the rites. Qin’s demands are endless 
while our lands are limited. Zhao will vanish if we try to meet Qin’s 
endless demands with our limited lands.”25 The King of Zhao ac-
cepted this advice in the belief that continuing the war against Qin 
was more conducive to survival than signing a peace treaty with Qin. 
He consequently formed an alliance with the State of Qi to carry on 
the war of resistance against Qin.26

(2) The coward-bully actions of an anemocratic international 
leadership cause conspiracy and deception to prevail as normal be-
havior. Under the guidance of the coward-bully principle, the in-
consistent actions of anemocracies stem from their irresponsible 
interstate leadership. This is in sharp contrast to the double-standard 
principle of hegemonic states. Unlike hegemonic states, which value 
the strategic confidence of their allies, anemocracies take little ac-
count of strategic relations with their allies. Owing to this lack of 
strategic credit, therefore, no other country trusts one that is an 
anemocracy, including its so-called allies. Zuo Zhuan (The Chroni-
cle of Zuo) notes, “Without true credibility, even exchanging royal 
members as hostages cannot help to make alliance reliable.”27 When 
anemocratic leaderships have no strategic credit, the behavior of 
lesser states will be even worse in regard to keeping promises, be-
cause their strategic interests are even fewer and their capabilities 
weaker than those of the leading state. Maintaining strategic credi-
bility is thus impossible, and strategic conspiracy and deception 
become the prevailing international norms.

During the transition period (476–406 BCE) from the Spring 
and Autumn period to the Warring States, no truly hegemonic states 
undertook interstate leadership, and most major states were ane-
mocracies. Thus, the coward-bully principle became the norm that 

Yan.indb   117 12/19/2018   8:55:52 AM



118 chapter 5

L

SS

L

the majority of states in the Chinese interstate system followed. The 
coward-bully norm also often prevails in countries embroiled in civil 
war, such as the warlord period during the first two decades of the 
Republic of China (1911–28), and the situation in Libya, Syria, and 
Yemen since 2011. This is because a country in the midst of a civil 
war constitutes an anarchical system, which is the same as an inter-
national system. Leading actors in such a purely anarchical social 
system are mainly driven by innate human nature.

(3) When the international leadership is a humane authority, its 
actions are consistent with moral principles that help to shape moral 
norms at the expense of realpolitik norms. Leading states’ moral 
actions strengthen other states’ belief that following moral princi-
ples is beneficial to increasing their capability and prosperity. Xunzi 
said: “He who establishes morality becomes a sage king.”28 This 
statement indicates that the promotion of moral norms is a neces-
sary, albeit not sufficient, requisite for a humane world leadership. 
A state of humane authority is based on possessing material capabil-
ity much greater than that of other states, and a foreign policy that 
is guided by moral principles. Thus, the state has to possess the ca-
pacity both to reward the states that adhere to moral principles and 
to punish violations, for the sake of establishing or maintaining 
moral norms. The observance of moral principles by leading states 
governed by human authority thus legitimizes their use of force to 
shape or keep moral norms.

In chapter 1, morality is defined at the governmental level. It is, 
therefore, just that an international leadership that is a humane au-
thority establishes or maintains international moral norms through 
military approaches. Chinese ancient thinkers who defined morality 
as just goals rather than nonviolent strategies regarded the purpose 
of promoting moral norms as legitimizing the military actions taken 
by a humane authority leadership. The Lüshi Chunqiu (Springs and 
Autumns of Master Lü), an encyclopedia written in the late Spring 
and Autumn period, observes, “The ancient sage kings used military 
force for justice and never abandoned troops.”29 An ancient legend-
ary case illustrating this view is that of the war that King Yu, the first 
King of the Xia Dynasty, waged against three minority tribes in the 
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early twenty-first century BCE.30 Even Mozi, an ancient Chinese 
pacifist philosopher who opposed all wars, believed that this was a 
just war.31

(4) Hegemonic leadership adopts foreign policy according to 
double-standard principles, whereby other states also treat allies 
according to moral principles and deal with enemies according to 
realpolitik principles. The actions of hegemonic leadership promote 
the double-standard principle in the formation of international 
norms, while the moral actions of such leadership help to promote 
the moral principles that guide their interactions with allies. In order 
to maintain hegemony, therefore, a hegemonic leadership needs to 
establish strategic credibility among its allies through adoption of a 
moral policy. As Zhifu Huibo, an assistant minister of the State of 
Lu in 529 BCE, said, “Trust is of supreme importance to alliance.”32 
In order to consolidate and expand its alliances, a hegemon must 
provide its allies with security protection according to moral prin-
ciples, and the mechanism through which it promotes such moral 
principles is the same as that of humane authority leadership, 
namely, the carrot and the stick.

Hegemons’ actions guided by realpolitik principles compel their 
enemies to respond in like manner, thus promoting the realpolitik 
principle as the norm between them and their enemies. For in-
stance, after the collapse of the Soviet Union, the then Russian 
president Boris Yeltsin had a strong desire to join the Western camp 
and to act according to the international norms observed among 
Western countries. The American-led NATO, however, took advan-
tage of Yeltsin’s practice of Western norms to expand eastward and 
compress Russia’s strategic space. NATO’s aggressive response to 
Russia’s respect for Western norms diminished Russia’s confidence 
in them. When Vladimir Putin came to power, therefore, Russia 
resumed its foreign policy based on realpolitik principles.33 In 2008, 
as members of NATO turned a blind eye to Georgia’s use of military 
means to resolve the South Ossetia issue, Russia not only sent 
troops into Georgia but also backed the self-proclaimed republics 
of Southern Ossetia and Abkhazia’s call for independence from 
Georgia.34
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The double-standard principle followed by hegemonic leader-
ships is determined by their relations with allies and enemies and 
causes no conflicts in the direction of norm changes. Through the 
three mechanisms of example-imitation, support-reinforcement, 
and punishment-maintenance, these double-standard actions drive 
other states to follow the double-standard principle in decision mak-
ing by applying moral principles toward allies and realpolitik prin-
ciples toward enemies. For instance, Western countries tolerate 
Israel’s possession of nuclear weapons but cannot tolerate Iran’s 
nuclear programs. Double-standard behavior is a universal phenom-
enon consistent with the natural and social characters of the inter-
national system. In fact, double-standard principles are applied not 
only to the different relationships the hegemonic leadership has 
with its allies and enemies, but also to those it has with states of both 
similar and different status. A typical case is the NPT, initiated by 
the then two superpowers the United States and the Soviet Union, 
based on the principle of distinguishing between nuclear and non-
nuclear states. This treaty has been widely accepted and became a 
global norm in the field of nuclear arms control.35

Direction of the Evolution of International Norms

The theoretical question about the direction of the evolution of in-
ternational norms has arisen in regard to whether changes in the 
types of international norms are on a one-way track or a two-way 
path. Wendt categorizes international norms into three types: the 
Hobbesian, Lockean, and Kantian cultures.36 Hobbesian culture re-
fers to confrontational norms between enemies; Lockean culture 
refers to rival norms between competitors; and Kantian culture refers 
to norms of cooperation between friends.37 Wendt believes in the 
one-way evolution of international norms, arguing, “In conclusion, 
I address the question of progress over time, suggesting that although 
there is no guarantee that international time will move forward to-
ward a Kantian culture, at least it is unlikely to move backward.”38

His linear view of history lacks historical evidence and defies 
theoretical logic. If we were to limit our observations of European 
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history to the period since the end of World War II, the direction of 
changes in international norms might support Wendt’s view. But 
from a longer and broader historical perspective, we find that inter-
national norms are not evolving toward a progressive ultimate end. 
An ancient example is that of the changes in interstate norms of the 
pre-Qin Chinese interstate system. The dominant norm during the 
Spring-Autumn period (770–476 BCE) was hegemonic rivalry, 
when the annexation of other states was prohibited. This was re-
placed during the period of the Warring States (475–221 BCE) with 
the annexation norm. A modern case is that of the norm change 
from “Lockean culture,” established by the League of Nations after 
World War I, to “Hobbesian culture,” which endured through to the 
end of World War II.

The direction of changes in the type of international norms is 
uncertain, because there is no guarantee that a new international 
leadership is any more moral or benevolent than its predecessor. We 
cannot rule out the possibility that the new dominant state will ad-
vocate principles of conduct that are less moral than those sup-
ported by previous leading states in certain historical periods. His-
tory has witnessed random changes in the types of international 
leadership between humane authority, hegemony, anemocracy, and 
tyranny. For instance, the interstate leadership in the ancient Chi-
nese system changed from humane authority to tyranny when King 
Jie succeeded to the throne as the last ruler of the Xia Dynasty in the 
middle of the sixteenth century BCE, and a similar change occurred 
in the interstate leadership of the Shang Dynasty during the reign of 
King Zhou during 1075–1046 BCE.39 These two historical changes 
in interstate leadership are tied to the changes in the interstate 
norms of that Chinese system from moral principles to realpolitik 
principles.

Since the end of the Cold War, the international leadership of the 
United States has also experienced random type changes according 
to modern standards. The foreign policies of Bill Clinton, George 
W. Bush, Barack Obama, and Donald Trump all displayed different 
principles of conduct. The principle of multilateralism, adopted by 
Clinton and Obama, follows the double-standard principle. Bush’s 
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unilateralism is a kind of realpolitik principle. And Trump’s America-
first policy is in line with the economic coward-bully principle. 
Obama’s foreign policy principles represent a progressive return to 
those of the Clinton administration. The principles of Bush and 
Trump, meanwhile, constitute historical retrogression.

Changes in international norms can be divided into the two cat-
egories of degree changes and type changes. Degree changes in in-
ternational norms often take a long time to effect type changes when 
there is no change in the type of international leadership. This is why 
one type of norm may maintain predominance for a hundred years 
or more. It would be wrong, however, to say that all changes in the 
type of international norms are the result of degree changes. When 
reviewing the history of international relations we can also observe 
rapid changes in the type of international norms in the wake of a 
sudden change in the type of international leadership. Therefore, we 
need to make observations covering a long period of world history 
before judging the role that leadership types play in the degree or 
type changes in international norms.

It is possible for international norms to undergo a type change 
when rising states take over leadership from previously dominant 
states, because the new leading states may provide a type of inter-
national leadership different than the previous one. It is true to say 
that most international leadership transitions do not change the 
leadership type, because the rising power and the old dominant 
state are of the same type. However, the chance of a sudden change 
in the type of international norms arises when the type of the new 
leading state differs from that of the previous one. In 1945, after the 
end of World War II, for example, the United States and the Soviet 
Union replaced the European powers as the global leading states. 
Different from those European tyrannical states during World War 
I and World War II, both of the two hegemonic states adopted 
double-standard principles in their foreign policy making. The 
United States established NATO in 1949, and the USSR established 
the Warsaw Treaty Organization of Friendship, Cooperation, and 
Mutual Assistance (Warsaw Pact) in 1955, thus splitting the world 
into Western and Eastern camps.40 In attempts to gain the upper 
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hand, both the United States and the Soviet Union adopted the strat-
egy of supporting their own allies and opposing each other’s. Their 
foreign policy rapidly raised double-standard principles to the level 
of a predominant international norm.

The durability of a type of international leadership promotes the 
socialization and internalization of the international norm it es-
pouses. A type of international leadership that endures for a long 
period signifies that leading states have continuously interacted with 
other states according to a given type of principles of conduct. These 
interactions enable that type of principle to be socialized interna-
tionally and internalized in many countries. Thus, that type of prin-
ciple becomes, or is maintained, as the dominant international 
norm. For example, American culture has an inherent belief in de-
mocracy.41 After the Cold War, the United States became the sole 
superpower, and it increased its efforts to promote democracy and 
oppose autocratic regimes throughout the world. Consequently, by 
the beginning of the twenty-first century the majority of nations in 
the world, at least verbally, claimed to be democratic entities, re-
gardless of their actual political institutions. Meanwhile, humanitar-
ian intervention, a term coined in the early 1990s, became a domi-
nating international norm in the post–Cold War period, when the 
majority of states supported democratic movements and opposed 
autocratic regimes in other states. Both the collapse of Eastern Eu-
ropean socialist regimes in the late 1980s and the color revolutions 
of Arab countries in the 2010s illustrate the internationalization and 
socialization of liberalist norms advocated by American leadership 
since the end of World War II.

SUMMARY

The four types of international leadership—humane authority, he-
gemony, anemocracy, and tyranny—may create four corresponding 
types of international norms: moral, double standard, coward-bully, 
and realpolitik. The formation process of a new type of international 
norm is often a combination of internalization and socialization 
through interactions between new leading states and other states. 
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The formation of a new type of international norm occurs through 
unconventional interactions, whereby the interactions between the 
new leadership and other states accord with a principle that differs 
from the existing norms. Conventional interactions consolidate ex-
isting norms rather than effect changes to international norms. Un-
conventional interactions are not necessarily wars, and a peaceful 
transition of international leadership could be followed by peaceful 
changes in the type of international norms. However, wars are in-
clined to change the type of international norms far more quickly 
than peaceful transitions. In any event, the leadership type differ-
ences between rising states and the previous dominant states ac-
count for the changes in the type of international norms.

In regard to the formation of a new type of international norm, 
there are three mechanisms: example-imitation, support-
reinforcement, and punishment-maintenance. Among the three 
mechanisms, example-imitation plays the fundamental role in shap-
ing international norms, because no dominant state can establish 
new international norms that it does not practice itself. The support-
reinforcement and punishment-maintenance mechanisms induce 
or force other states to behave according to the norms advocated by 
the dominant states but play secondary roles in the socialization and 
internalization of new norms. The example-imitation mechanism, 
on the other hand, can convince other states to follow the leading 
states’ behavioral principle according to their own free will. The 
internalization of a new behavioral principle is the precondition for 
its socialization into the widely accepted norms guiding the majority 
of members of an international society. Thus, leading by example is 
a more effective approach for dominant states to shape international 
norms than the other two mechanisms.

Changes in the type of international leaderships between differ-
ent types of leading states occur less often than transfers of leader-
ship among the same types of leading states, and there is also uncer-
tainty as to the change of direction toward a better or worse 
leadership. Therefore, the direction of international norm evolution 
is nonlinear, and each change in the type of international norms 
depends on whether or not there is a type difference between the 
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rising state and the previous dominant state. History has witnessed 
random changes in international leadership types as well as in inter-
national norm types. The present norms guided by American liber-
alist values have maintained unchanged for two decades or more but 
face the possibility of being replaced by new norms, either progres-
sive or retrogressive, in the future. Whether or not the liberalist 
norms will change in the foreseeable future, it is certain that no in-
ternational norms can remain forever, and the direction of norm 
evolution is uncertain.
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6
International Mainstream Values

得道者多助, 失道者寡助。
(He who is just shall be assisted, he who is not shall lose 
assistance.)
MENCIUS

When distinguishing the international order from the international 
system in chapter 3, we noted that both international mainstream 
values and international norms are components of international 
order. As international norms are formed under the guidance of in-
ternational mainstream values, the character of the former will 
change along with changes in the latter. Thus, the normative char-
acter of the international order changes in accordance with changes 
in mainstream values and norms. When rising states espouse values 
different than those of the previous dominant states, value conflicts 
become part of the strategic competition between rising states and 
dominant states. This chapter will analyze value competitions under 
the guidance of corollary 4: the zero-sum nature of power brings 
about a structural contradiction between rising states and dominant 
states, as well as disturbances in an existing international order. The 
following discussion on value competitions will focus on the current 

INTERNATIONAL MAINSTREAM VALUES
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challenges to liberalist values, the coming ideological competitions 
for regional domination, and the possible modernization of humane 
authority values.

VALUE CHALLENGE AND COMPETITION

A look at the history of the twentieth century shows that no modern 
ideology has been able to maintain itself as an international main-
stream value for more than three decades. Rather, several modern 
ideologies have become elevated to such a status, including national-
ism in the 1910s, fascism in the 1930s, communism in the 1950s, na-
tionalism again in the 1960s, and liberalism in the 1990s. However, 
none of these modern ideologies wielded dominant influence over 
the modern international system for as long as Confucianism did 
over the ancient Chinese interstate system. During the Cold War, 
communism, represented by the Soviet Union, and capitalism, rep-
resented by the United States, were the two contending global ide-
ologies, and the competition between them shaped the normative 
character of that era’s international order. Liberalism rose to pre-
eminence after the collapse of the Soviet Union and subsequently 
influenced the international value system to the extent that the 
post–Cold War era is known as the liberal order. However, as we 
near the end of the second decade of the twenty-first century, liber-
alism has begun to falter because of the growing challenges of other 
ideologies that threaten to undermine its dominance.

Decline of Liberalism

Liberals espouse a wide array of views depending on their under-
standing of the intended purpose of liberal principles. For this rea-
son, the meaning of “liberalism” diverges in different parts of the 
world. In the United States, liberalism is associated with the welfare-
state policies of the New Deal programs initiated by President 
Franklin D. Roosevelt,1 while the ideas of laissez-faire economics 
exist simultaneously within current American conservatism.2 In Eu-
rope, liberalism is most commonly associated with a commitment 
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to government responsibility and social welfare, whereas in Latin 
America and many postcommunist countries it often relates to so-
cialism and is hence generally referred to as social liberalism.3 In 
China, liberalism refers politically to Western democracy and eco-
nomically to a market economy.

Despite the above differences, liberalism in any country gener-
ally affirms the principles of equality, freedom, democracy, civil 
rights, secular government, international cooperation, and the re-
sultant programs in support thereof. Liberalism first became a dis-
tinct political movement after achieving a degree of popularity 
among Western philosophers and economists during the Age of 
Enlightenment. In the first half of the twentieth century, Western 
liberalism spread from European democracies to other parts of the 
world, mainly owing to the dominance afforded by their victories 
in both world wars. In the aftermath of World War II, the United 
States became the de facto leading exponent of liberalism, and its 
hegemonic power signified that international norms were influ-
enced by the American liberalist values of equality and freedom. 
This is exemplified in chapter I, article 1, clause 2, of the UN Charter 
reflecting the UN directive: “To develop friendly relations among 
nations based on respect for the principle of equal rights and self-
determination of peoples, and to take other appropriate measures 
to strengthen universal peace.”4

Liberal democratic governments achieved great social progress 
across Western Europe during the Cold War, a development that 
would reinforce their values in almost all fields as liberalism came 
to be viewed as a Western ideology in direct opposition to the op-
pression of the communist East. With the subsequent success of the 
US-directed Western camp in its strategic competition with the 
Soviet-directed Eastern camp, liberalism became the dominant in-
ternational ideology in the post–Cold War period. The triumph of 
the Western world led many to believe in the preeminence of liberal 
values. Francis Fukuyama went as far as to say, “What we may be 
witnessing is not just the end of the Cold War, or the passing of a 
particular period of post-war history, but the end of history as such: 
that is, the end point of mankind’s ideological evolution and the 
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universalization of Western liberal democracy as the final form of 
human government.”5

The history of liberalism has been permeated with competition 
from other ideologies—conservatism, secularism, constitutional-
ism, nationalism, socialism, fascism, communism, Islamic funda-
mentalism, and more. Despite the aforementioned predictions to 
the contrary, however, today it faces challenges once more. In 2016, 
anti-establishmentarianism gained momentum; in the United States 
it took the form of Trumpism, while in Europe and other demo-
cratic countries it became known as populism.6 Although liberal 
parties in many countries continue to wield power and influence 
both domestically and abroad, Brexit and Trump’s victory in the 
presidential campaign of 2016 dealt a serious blow to the global 
standing of liberalism. People in the UK and the United States are 
now ideologically divided, and liberalism is far less dominant than 
in the past.

However, the root causes of the decline of liberalism in Western 
countries differ from those in non-Western countries. In the West, 
this trend has been mainly the by-product of the inadequate re-
sponse of democratic governments, in the wake of the financial cri-
sis of 2008, to the need to resume their domestic economies. Faced 
with the inefficiencies of democratic governance, many liberalists, 
including former UK prime minister Tony Blair and political theo-
rist Fukuyama, have made critical comments on this very issue.7 
Yoni Appelbaum, a senior editor for politics at the Atlantic, warns 
that “with democracy in retreat abroad, its contradictions and short-
comings exposed at home, and its appeal declining with each suc-
cessive generation, . . . the greatest danger facing American democ-
racy is complacence. The democratic experiment is fragile, and its 
continued survival improbable.”8

Younger Americans, for instance, have lost faith in the ability of 
American democracy to deliver on its promises.9 Among people 
born before World War II, more than 70 percent highly value living 
in a democracy, while for those born after 1980 the number shrinks 
to less than a third.10 The situation in the United States is not unique; 
there is a similar decline of liberalism across most democracies. In 
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Australia and New Zealand, for example, the generation gap with 
regard to democratic values is comparable with that in the United 
States.11 Results of a survey of European millennials show that only 
32 percent selected democracy as one of their top five most impor-
tant social values.12 Increasingly, liberalists in the West seek to re-
form liberalism, to the extent that some now refer to their political 
ideals as liberal progressivism, while others style themselves as pro-
gressive liberals.13

Meanwhile, the argument for liberalism in non-Western coun-
tries has been undermined by both the slowing economic growth of 
Western countries in comparison to rising states, and the foreign 
policy double standards that the former have demonstrated. When 
it comes to economics, global millennials are much more likely than 
older generations to express positive opinions about the Chinese 
communist government and its ability to rapidly improve living 
standards when compared to Western governments. People in de-
veloping countries admire China’s policy of setting clear national 
priorities that invest greatly in the future and as a consequence are 
increasingly open to nondemocratic forms of government. In 2011, 
almost half of global millennials were agreed that the idea of a strong 
leader was preferable to a democratic parliament and elections.14

In addition, the perception that Western countries maintain for-
eign policy double standards further undermines the popularity of 
liberalism. For example, the policies of Western governments to-
ward Arab states have been inconsistent with the professed goal of 
promoting liberal values in the region. Saudi Arabia, despite the 
overtly undemocratic nature of its government by virtue of being a 
totalitarian absolute monarchy, has received unwavering support 
from America because of its status as an important strategic ally, yet 
the United States has opposed the secular regime of Syria since the 
so-called Syrian uprising of 2011. Assistance from the United States 
to Saudi Arabia has moreover extended to its military intervention 
into other Arab states, as demonstrated by the provision of military 
aid to antigovernment forces in Syria and the use of military assets 
to suppress antigovernment forces in Yemen and Bahrain. Further-
more, the Arab Spring movement that pledged to rid the Arab world 
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of dictators has resulted in new dictatorships rather than liberal gov-
ernments.15 In fact, quantitative research shows that both military 
and economic forms of American intervention are more likely to 
hinder rather than to promote human rights abroad,16 suggesting 
the likelihood of a decline, rather than an increase, of liberalism in 
the Middle East.

Competing Ideologies in China

The decline of liberalism as a mainstream global political value cre-
ates an opportunity for other ideologies to compete for influence. 
Its successor is likely to originate in a country that achieves greater 
political and economic success than the United States. Looking 
ahead over the next decade, China appears to be the only country 
with the potential to narrow the disparity in comprehensive capabil-
ity with the United States to a degree sufficient to become a new 
superpower. Today, people in democratic countries regard China 
the same way as Europeans once did the United States—as an un-
couth land of opportunity and rising economic might.17 Conse-
quently, people in many countries fear that the current liberalist 
order may be replaced by a new order shaped by Chinese values.18 
Christian Reus-Smit has indeed noted “a fear that as power shifts to 
the East, [the] non-Western great powers will seek to reshape inter-
national order according to their own values and practices.”19 For-
mer Australian prime minister Kevin Rudd recently remarked, 
“Very soon we will find ourselves at a point in history when, for the 
first time since George III, a non-Western, non-democratic state will 
be the largest economy in the world. If this is the case, how will 
China exercise its power in the future international order? Will it 
accept the culture, norms and structure of the post-war order? Or 
will China seek to change it? I believe this is the single core question 
for the first half of the twenty-first century, not just for Asia, but for 
the world.”20

In 2017, the Chinese government announced its plan to signifi-
cantly increase soft power before 2035, publicly stating that China’s 
modernization “offers a new option for other countries and nations 
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who want to speed up their development while preserving their in-
dependence; and it offers Chinese wisdom and a Chinese approach 
to solving the problems facing mankind.”21 This statement implies a 
desire on the part of the Chinese government to advance its official 
ideology and exert global influence. In fact, after the Nineteenth 
Party Congress held in October 2017, the Chinese Communist Party 
sent thirty international propaganda delegations abroad to intro-
duce its programs and opinions in almost eighty countries and re-
gions.22 However, the ideological situation in China is complicated. 
For one thing, the official ideology advocated by the Chinese gov-
ernment is inconsistent with the popular traditional values espoused 
by ordinary people. In addition, even Marxism, the official ideology 
that ostensibly guides domestic political life, differs from the excep-
tional Chinese traditional culture applicable to foreign policy. In 
general, there are four ideologies competing for influence on China’s 
foreign policy making:

(1) Marxism, the official ideology of the Chinese Communist 
Party, but which has limited influence on actual foreign policy. The 
Chinese government has stated that Marxism should guide all areas 
of its work, such that “in developing this culture, we must follow the 
guidance of Marxism, base our efforts on Chinese culture. . . . We 
must continue to adapt Marxism to China’s conditions, keep it up-
to-date, and enhance its popular appeal.”23 Nevertheless, the Chi-
nese government seems unable to mention Marxism when explain-
ing its foreign policy. In fact, the government has not claimed to use 
Marxism as a guiding principle in its foreign policy since the adop-
tion of the opening-up and reform policy in 1978, clearly because of 
the contradiction between the core idea in Marxism of class struggle 
and the emphasis on international cooperation imbued in the open-
ing-up principle. The later adoption of peaceful development as a 
fundamental principle made guiding foreign policy through Marx-
ism impossible. Implemented in 2004 with Hu Jintao as party sec-
retary, the principle of peaceful development has since become the 
orthodoxy guiding China’s foreign policy, to the extent of being 
immutable.24 Since class struggle is the core of Marxism, it cannot 
possibly harmonize with peaceful development. A return to class 

Yan.indb   132 12/19/2018   8:55:53 AM



International Mainstream Values 133

L

SS

L

struggle in foreign policy making would, on the contrary, endow on 
China a much more aggressive international image.

(2) Economic pragmatism, the ideology most popularly accepted 
by both the government and the ordinary people of China in the 
wake of Deng Xiaoping’s political reforms of 1978. As the potential 
for another world war substantially decreased, economic prosperity 
became the reference point for judging the appropriateness of an 
ideology in China. The country’s economic achievements over the 
last four decades have laid a strong social base for the values of eco-
nomic pragmatism. Although the Chinese government has not 
specified economic growth as its primary priority since 2013, most 
Chinese people still regard the economy as the basis of national 
comprehensive capability and therefore support the elevation of 
economic interest to the level of a main policy objective. Economic 
pragmatism has largely established its legitimacy in China through 
the Marxist argument whereby the economy is the basis of the po-
litical superstructure. This is a perspective that shares certain simi-
larities with American economic nationalism as represented by 
Steve Bannon,25 whereby, with regard to foreign policy making, 
both define strategic interest from an economic perspective and 
stress the importance of foreign trade. At the same time, neither 
relishes international responsibility, rather sharing the common de-
sire to shake off the burden of maintaining world order. It was with 
this intent that Deng Xiaoping adopted the principle of tao guang 
yang hui (韬光养晦, keeping a low profile), while Trump advocates 
that of “America first.”26

(3) Liberalism, the most popular ideology among Chinese intel-
lectuals. During the early 1980s, when Hu Yaobang served as the 
party secretary general, liberalism guided reforms in all fields, which 
mainly involved imitating the American model. Nowadays, it is 
popular only among intellectuals. Although the influence of liberal-
ism on China’s political reform stopped short after the Tiananmen 
incident in 1989, it still had considerable impact on the making of 
economic and foreign policies. We can observe the sustained influ-
ence of liberalism after the Cold War, when China’s foreign policies 
were guided by the principle of keeping a low profile, which mainly 
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reflected liberalist values. However, its impact on economic reform 
weakened after the global finical crisis of 2008 and became irrele-
vant to the making of foreign policies after the Eighteenth Party 
Congress in 2012. When the principle of keeping a low profile was 
replaced by fen fa you wei (奋发有为, striving for achievement) in 
2013, liberalism ceased altogether to influence China’s foreign pol-
icy.27 Today, China supports the principle of free trade for practical 
reasons, having become the world’s largest trader, and not because 
of any liberalist influence on policies. As long as China continues  
to narrow the gap in capability with the United States, liberalism 
will never regain the same degree of influence in China that it had 
in the 1980s.

(4) Traditionalism, which, even though it is not the official ideol-
ogy, is today gaining momentum among everyday Chinese people 
as well as intellectuals and politicians. Traditionalism does not ex-
clusively refer to Confucianism, but rather to a combination of all 
schools of ancient Chinese thought. Despite their differences, each 
of these schools emphasizes the significance of political leadership, 
as well as the role of strategic credibility, in constituting a base for 
the solidarity and durability of that leadership. In this regard, they 
argue that a superpower’s foreign policies should prioritize its stra-
tegic reputation. To this end, the ancient idea of wang (王, humane 
authority) promotes the values of ren (仁, benevolence) and yi (义, 
righteousness) in guiding decision making.28 Traditionalism also 
advocates the strategy of leading by example, thereby emphasizing 
the importance of a leadership that produces demonstrable achieve-
ments. This school of ideology encourages China to improve its in-
ternational strategic reputation by shouldering more international 
security responsibility, especially that of providing neighbors with 
security protection.

Although traditionalism is not the Chinese government’s official 
ideology, scholars of both traditionalism and the Chinese govern-
ment agreed that foreign policy should be guided by Chinese tradi-
tional political wisdom rather than any ideology rooted in Western 
culture, including Marxism. For instance, in 2011 the government 
issued the white paper China’s Peaceful Development, which stated 
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unequivocally, “Taking the path of peaceful development is a stra-
tegic choice made by the Chinese government and people, in keep-
ing with the fine tradition of Chinese culture, the development trend 
of the times, and the fundamental interests of China.”29 In this state-
ment the phrases “development trend of the times” and “fundamen-
tal interests of China” reflect the objective factors, and “fine tradi-
tion of Chinese culture” the subjective factor. This official document 
reflects the Chinese government’s intent to take traditional political 
values into account when formulating its foreign policy. Although 
the Chinese government adjusted its foreign policy guidelines from 
“keeping a low profile” to “striving for achievements” in 2013, it has 
nonetheless maintained Chinese traditional values as a source of 
guidance for its decision making. For instance, at the conference on 
the diplomatic work toward surrounding countries, new foreign 
policies were explained in light of Chinese traditional values such as 
qin (亲, closeness), cheng (诚, credibility), hui (惠, beneficence), 
and rong (容, inclusiveness).30 These four Chinese characters also 
appeared in the foreign policy section of the Nineteenth Party Con-
gress report.31

Along with the earlier mentioned change in foreign policy guide-
lines, China has also adjusted its diplomatic posture from that of an 
ordinary power to that of a major power, indicating a shift in the 
government’s perception of its current capabilities. At the World 
Peace Forum in 2013, Chinese foreign minister Wang Yi explained 
this change through the lens of ancient Chinese philosophy: “The 
unique features of China’s diplomacy originate in the rich and pro-
found Chinese civilization. Throughout its five-thousand-year his-
tory, the Chinese nation has developed the humanistic-oriented 
concept of loving all creatures as if they were of your species and all 
people as if they were your brothers, the political philosophy of 
valuing virtue and balance; the peaceful approach of love, non-
aggression and good-neighborliness, the idea of peace as of para-
mount importance and harmony without uniformity, as well as the 
personal conduct of treating others in a way that you would like to 
be treated, and helping others succeed in the same spirit as you 
would want to succeed yourself. These traditional values with a 
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unique oriental touch provide an endless source of invaluable cul-
tural assets for China’s diplomacy.”32

Regardless of whether or not these benevolent Chinese tradi-
tional thoughts have seen application in real policies, the Chinese 
government has claimed, at least rhetorically, to be guided by them 
when formulating foreign policy. In fact, citations of ancient Chi-
nese sayings are now a prerequisite for Chinese leaders’ policy 
speeches. However, the possibility that such Chinese traditional 
values embrace those of economic pragmatism and generate a hy-
brid that guides China’s foreign policies cannot be ruled out, since 
economic pragmatism is still very popular among both everyday 
people and bureaucrats.

DEVALUATION OF STRATEGIC CREDIBILITY

The current global decline of liberalism, in conjunction with the 
ideological competitions within China, could lead to a world with-
out mainstream values. There is little hope for liberalism to survive 
the current challenges from nonliberalist ideologies and resume its 
dominance as a global influence as long as Trump’s administration 
continues undermining the United States’ international reputation 
and American leadership, and fails to grow the United States’ capa-
bility faster than China’s. It is also less possible for China to provide 
a nonliberalist ideology for the world unless it adopts the principle 
of humane authority. At the present time, the most possible scenario 
is that no ideology dominates at the global scale while major ideolo-
gies, including liberalism, compete for regional domination or influ-
ence on countries of a given type. These states could be categorized 
by proximity of geographical location, by similarity of political sys-
tem/culture, or by size of economy.

An Era without a Dominant Ideology

Chapter 4 analyzes the trend of bipolarization headed by China and 
the United States, whereby the two giants will continuously enlarge 
their capability disparity with other major states. This trend means 
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that unless the United State or China can replace liberalism with a 
new ideology as the mainstream value, no other country will have 
the capability to do so. With regard to collective capability, unless 
the United States and China provide a joint leadership for the 
world, such as the “G-2” or “Chimerica” coined respectively by 
C. Fred Bergsten and Niall Ferguson,33 there is no group with the 
potential to advance a new ideology to replace liberalism’s global 
influence. According to corollary 4, the structural contradiction 
between China and the United States is a zero-sum game; thus, that 
they would make joint efforts to establish a new global ideology is 
unimaginable.

Despite the Trump administration’s pursuit of anti-
establishmentarianism, it has little chance of becoming a domi-
nant ideology in the West, let alone globally. The rise of anti-
establishmentarianism has dramatically undermined the domina-
tion of liberalism in the United States, but it has not yet become 
popular enough to overwhelm liberalism. Although most Ameri-
cans still identify themselves as either Democrats or Republicans, 
nowadays they are also more likely to identify themselves as liberals 
or nonliberals. This phenomenon implies that liberalism is still the 
strongest competitor of anti-establishmentarianism, neither of 
which can achieve absolute dominance in the United States, let 
alone abroad. Appelbaum says, “America no longer serves as a model 
for the world as it once did; its influence is receding. At home, critics 
on the left reject the notion that the US has a special role to play; on 
the right, nationalists push to define American identity around cul-
ture, not principles.”34

Anti-establishmentarianism not only splits Americans at home 
but also undermines the political solidarity of the West. In Western 
countries, liberals believe that international treaties and agree-
ments are necessary for peace and security. After the Cold War, the 
United States established its world leadership based on multilateral 
liberal regimes that depended heavily on Western countries’ sup-
port. Nevertheless, the Trump administration, guided by the men-
tality of anti-establishmentarianism, is walking away from many of 
these regimes, one after the other, as it did from the Paris Climate 
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Agreement, the TPP, UNESCO, NAFTA, and more recently by 
scrapping the nuclear deal with Iran.35 These policies distanced the 
United States from its traditional allies, making it impossible for the 
United States to establish a set of new global values with collective 
support from Western countries.

The ideological competition within China enacts a similar role as 
it does in the United States, in that it disenables China from propos-
ing a global dominant ideology over the next decade, even if China 
becomes the world’s largest economy. There are two necessary con-
ditions for a great state to establish a global influential ideology. The 
first is the existence of a popular ideology pursued by both the gov-
ernment and its people at home. The existence of four competing 
ideologies in China precludes any one from gaining a dominant in-
fluence; this is also the reason behind the Nineteenth Party Con-
gress’s advocation of “cultivation and practice of socialist core val-
ues.”36 The Chinese government is cognizant that it needs first to 
establish a popular ideology at home before it can effectively pro-
mote such an ideology globally. Therefore, it is trying to establish a 
universal ideology that combines Chinese traditional values with 
Marxism. The Nineteenth Party Congress report states, “To develop 
socialist culture with Chinese characteristics is to follow the guid-
ance of Marxism, base our efforts on Chinese culture, and take into 
account the realities of contemporary China and the conditions of 
the present era.”37 During a panel discussion at the Nineteenth Party 
Congress, Wang Qishan, a Politburo Standing Committee member, 
summarized this idea as “the embrace of the fundamental tenets of 
Marxism into the Chinese traditional cultural essence.”38 However, 
this is no easy task, because of the opposing creeds of Chinese tra-
ditional values and Marxism, whereby the former advocates har-
mony and the latter struggle.

The second necessary condition is the existence of political cul-
tures in certain countries that make them amenable to accepting the 
ideology advanced by a great power. Although imitating China’s 
economic policy is entirely feasible to other countries, owing to its 
economic achievements, following the example of China’s official 
ideology or political system is less so. According to China’s amended 
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constitution of 2018, “Chinese Communist leadership is the most 
fundamental character of socialism with Chinese characteristics.”39 
This judgment means that communist rule is the precondition for 
the achievements of China’s economic model, and that it would be 
impossible for noncommunist countries to attain the same success 
simply by copying such a model. At present, there are few commu-
nist countries, including China’s neighbors, and also few states in 
which the opposition party is a communist organization that could 
potentially gain national power.

Besides their impotence with regard to establishing a global in-
fluential ideology, the current Chinese and American governments 
hesitate to become embroiled in any ideological rivalry. Cognizant 
that ideological rivalry was the core cause of the Cold War, both 
have so far purposely constrained their competition from spilling 
over into the ideological domain—the precise opposite of what the 
United States and the Soviets did during the Cold War. The National 
Defense Strategy issued by Trump’s administration states, “We will 
not seek to impose our way of life by force.”40 When the interna-
tional media interpreted the Nineteenth CCP Congress report as a 
press release on China’s plans to advance its model to the rest of the 
world, the Chinese government quickly declared that it “has no in-
tention to ask other countries to copy the Chinese model.”41

Since neither the United States nor China is able to offer a global 
dominant ideology in the coming decade, the coming bipolar world 
is likely to be different from that during the Cold War. Instead of a 
competition between two global influential ideologies, there could 
be kaleidoscopic competition between various ideologies for re-
gional domination or influence in certain types of states. For in-
stance, Shias and Sunnis will compete for domination of Muslim 
countries, mainly in the Middle East; liberalism and populism will 
contend for votes in Western countries, mainly European states; 
socialism and capitalism will continue their rivalry in Latin Ameri-
can countries; statism and civicism will vie for people’s support in 
developing countries; communism and economic pragmatism will 
contend in communist countries; and religions and secularism will 
struggle for power in theocratic states.
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One-Man Decision Making without  

Strategic Credibility

Since the United States and China could either independently or 
jointly establish a dominant global ideology in the coming decade, 
the international normative order will possibly be shaped mainly by 
the common trait of foreign decision making in major states. The 
present decline of liberalism is accompanied not only by challenging 
ideologies but also by the one-man decision making now prevalent 
in major states. Kishore Mahbubani, a Singapore senior diplomat, 
has observed that “a wave of strongmen rulers has been elected, 
many of whom have clearly non-Western identities. This list includes 
Shinzo Abe of Japan, Recep Tayyip Erdoğan of Turkey, Narendra 
Modi of India and, looking back further, Vladimir V. Putin of Rus-
sia.”42 President Trump is not on the list, but he actually qualifies to 
head it. Although more research is needed on the correlation be-
tween the wave of strongmen rulers and the decline of liberalism, it 
is obvious that those leaders prefer one-man decision making to 
collective decision making.

Because the phenomenon of one-man decision-making mecha-
nisms has prevailed in both democratic and nondemocratic coun-
tries, we should analyze its traits from the leadership level rather 
than the state or system level. In the one-man decision-making 
mechanism, foreign policy is also decided by a leading group in-
stead of one person. The core difference between collective deci-
sion making and one-man decision making is apparent in the se-
quence of institutional feasibility studies and decisions. The 
former carries out feasibility studies before making decisions; the 
latter does the opposite. One-man decision making is often carried 
out through personal consultations between the supreme leader 
and a few of his personal confidants, after which the related insti-
tutions are tasked with finding the best way to implement the deci-
sion. This type of decision making undermines a state’s strategic 
credibility and increases mutual suspicions between states in sev-
eral ways.
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(1) Inconsistent policies reduce other states’ confidence in one’s 
policy and commitments. The one-man decision making mecha-
nism inevitably entails more policy changes than does that of col-
lective decision making, owing to the absence of predecision feasi-
bility studies. Wrong decisions lead to poor results; therefore they 
are followed by policy adjustments. But adjustments made through 
the same mechanism are highly likely to result once more in the 
wrong policy. This type of decision making, therefore, exacerbates 
the inconsistency of a country’s foreign policy. Keren Yarhi-Milo, a 
faculty of Princeton University, noted that Trump “has flip-flopped 
on policy positions, publicly undermined the efforts of members of 
his own administration, and backpedaled on diplomatic agree-
ments, including the Paris climate accord and the Iran nuclear 
deal. . . . As the president undermines the nation’s credibility at 
home and abroad, allies will hesitate to trust American promises, 
and US threats will lose some of their force.”43 In fact, Trump’s type 
of leadership is no exception in this era, but rather representative of 
many major states. For instance, on March 6, 2017, China said it 
would fight the United States, “at any cost” after Trump threatened 
$100 billion in new tariffs on Chinese goods, but four days later, on 
March 10, China promised to open its market further, and to lower 
import tariffs on products, including cars.44 When most major 
states’ foreign policies so frequently swing in opposite directions, 
mutual distrust and suspicions will prevail among states.

(2) States that issue radical policies are constantly on the alert for 
those proposing more rational policies and are reluctant to cooper-
ate. Because collective decision making allows governmental insti-
tutions to present their different opinions, the final decision is often 
a balanced combination of different policy suggestions. By contrast, 
one-man decision making leaves no room for that, because the su-
preme leader is disdainful of the different ideas raised by techno-
crats. Absent professional involvement in decision making, it is 
highly possible to make radical decisions, including adjustments to 
correct previous radical policy. For instance, although Indian prime 
minister Modi paid a state visit to China in May 2015 and signed 
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twenty-four agreements,45 in June 2017, he abruptly sent troops 
across the border between China and Bhutan to stop China’s road 
construction in the Doklam area.46 This radical decision brought 
about a military confrontation between China and India that lasted 
more than two months. Since then, China’s policy toward India has 
been less cooperative. Most major states that adopt radical foreign 
policies are constantly on guard against cooperative initiatives by 
any other, opting instead for a bullying strategy. A typical case in 
point is the mutual threat of trade retaliation between China and the 
United States in the spring of 2018.47

(3) Unpredictable policies of major states increase mutual suspi-
cion and distrust between states. One-man decision making is 
rooted in supreme leaders’ personal power overwhelming national 
interests. When protecting national interests undermines the su-
preme leader’s power, he will protect his personal power at the cost 
of national interests. For instance, in 2016 Turkish president Erdo-
gan suddenly improved relations with Russia after an attempted 
coup, convinced that the coup had been planned by the CIA.48 A 
country’s national interests constitute a more substantive basis for 
other countries to judge them than does a leader’s preoccupation 
with personal power, thus foreign policies driven by the supreme 
leaders’ personal interests are less predictable than those by national 
interests. When one-man decision making prevails in most major 
states, unpredictable foreign policies will catch states off guard and 
inevitably result in mutual suspicion and distrust.

The Common Practice of Conspiracy and  

Secret Diplomacy

Chapter 5 illustrates the argument that international norms may 
retrogress in the realpolitik direction by giving examples of histori-
cal cases in some periods. The world seems likely to prove this once 
more in the coming decade, in light of an emerging conspiracy men-
tality, reflected in the defying of international norms, violating of 
agreements, and breaking of promises between states amid the pres-
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ent bipolarization. Since 2017, the issue of North Korea’s nuclear 
weapons has repeatedly illustrated the conspiracy mentality of all 
related players in this issue.

Trump’s policy toward North Korea’s nuclear weapons has 
swung constantly between military solutions and diplomatic nego-
tiations. For instance, his administration announced that Vice Pres-
ident Mike Pence would reject any interaction with the North Ko-
rean delegation during his attendance of the 2018 Winter Olympic 
Games in Pyeongchang, South Korea. Pence ignored Kim Jong Un’s 
sister, Kim Yo Jong, who was sitting in the box next to him during 
the opening ceremony, and later said, “I didn’t believe it was proper 
for the United States of America to give any countenance or atten-
tion in that forum to someone who’s not merely the sister of the 
dictator, but is the leader of the propaganda effort.”49 In fact, Pence 
had arranged a secret meeting with the head of the North Korean 
delegation at Pyeongchang, which the DPRK scrapped, earning 
him a stern rebuke from the State Department soon after he re-
turned home.50

China’s policy toward North Korea’s nuclear weapons is also 
somewhat inscrutable. After the US-China summit at Mar-a-Lago 
in early April 2017, China supported America’s suggested sanctions 
on North Korea. This policy further deteriorated the already un-
comfortable relations between China and North Korea. In January 
2018, one of China’s official newspapers, Global Times, publicly criti-
cized Kim Jong Un’s threats to destroy the United States with nu-
clear weapons.51 But two months later, in March, China, without 
preamble, suddenly invited Kim Jong Un to visit Beijing, and Global 
Times made a 180-degree about-turn by advocating the inheritance 
of the China-DPRK traditional friendship.52 After the summit, Chi-
na’s media quoted Kim as saying: “The issue of denuclearization of 
the Korean Peninsula can be resolved, if South Korea and the United 
States respond to our efforts with goodwill, create an atmosphere 
of peace and stability while taking progressive and synchronous 
measures for the realization of peace.”53 Meanwhile, North Korea’s 
media aired a forty-minute documentary on the event, in English, 
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that mentioned nothing about denuclearization.54 As neither side 
released any substantive comment on the summit, the media buzzed 
with conjecture.

Russia has also adopted an inconsistent policy on the issue of 
North Korea’s nuclear weapons. For instance, Russia voted for the 
UN’s sanction on the DPRK on December 22, 2017, but a few days 
later, Russian tankers were caught smuggling oil to North Korea.55

According to the example-imitation mechanism discussed in the 
previous chapter, leading states’ conduct on the issue of North Ko-
rean nuclear weapons will act as examples that influence lesser 
states’ foreign affairs behavior. Chinese ancients noted the prevalent 
phenomenon whereby the weak imitate the bad behavior of the 
strong, a point they drove home with a story, known as dong shi xiao 
pin (东施效颦, an ugly girl imitates a beauty’s frown). Today, the 
irregular policies of leading states will also play a role in shaping the 
mentality of advocating conspiracy among states. When leading 
states’ foreign conduct is irresponsible and untrustworthy, the com-
mon practice will prevail in the international community of prefer-
ring secret diplomacy to open diplomacy, conspiracy to dialogue, 
sanctions to negotiations, protectionism to free transactions, politi-
cal chicanery to strategic credibility, military bullyragging to strate-
gic deterrence, and bilateralism to multilateralism.

The untrustworthiness of leading states’ policies will diminish 
lesser states’ willingness to participate in global governance and re-
gionalization. The essence of global governance is the distribution 
of responsibility for the handling of common problems or threats to 
most states. Leading states’ display of lax responsibility for global 
governance renders them untrustworthy, giving lesser states no rea-
son to believe that they can benefit from participation in global gov-
ernance, because no multilateral cooperation can achieve its goals 
without a strong international leadership. Meanwhile, lesser states 
will value their sovereignty more than ever when handling regional 
and global problems, something that is highly likely in light of the 
current prevalence of decentralization within international organi-
zations, including the EU.
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BEYOND LIBERALISM

The previous section analyzed the retrogressive trend of interna-
tional values apparent in the decline of liberalism and prevalence of 
one-man decision making in major states. However, the imperma-
nence of international leadership types gives rise to the chance in 
future of a progressive international leadership. The current China-
US bipolarization implies two things, namely, that China will fur-
ther reduce the disparity in capability with the United States; and 
that an ideology more advanced than liberalism can be established 
by combining the fine traditions of the two countries’ political 
thoughts. Reus-Smit proposes that the relevant principles through 
which to establish international norms are not necessarily homog-
enous, but may be combinations of different types.56 Since Ameri-
can liberalism still has global influence, and China officially claims 
to guide its foreign policy according to Chinese traditional fine val-
ues, it is possible for either a Chinese or American leadership of the 
millennial generation to pursue an advanced ideology by learning 
from the other. Therefore, this section will discuss the possible com-
bination of the three values of liberalism—equality, democracy, and 
freedom, with the three Chinese traditional values of benevolence, 
righteousness, and li (礼, rites).

Before discussing how to combine these values, we must first 
define the concepts of “fairness” and “justice” as they relate to inter-
national politics, and so avoid any possible misunderstandings stem-
ming from their everyday use. American philosopher John Rawls 
defines “justice as fairness,”57 a definition that considers the prin-
ciple of justice as a closed system discrete from other societies rather 
than as one participant in relations between states. However, an 
international system comprises different domestic societies wherein 
justice and fairness mainly apply to judgments of institutions, and 
rarely of individuals. Thus, in such a setting justice and fairness refer 
to different matters. For instance, we distinguish a just from an un-
just war, but never a fair from an unfair war, in the same way that we 
distinguish fair from unfair trade, but never just from unjust trade. 
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Therefore, I define justice as being in accordance with righteousness 
of result, and fairness as being in accordance with a morality favor-
able to the disadvantaged.

Benevolence’s Embrace of Equality

The Christian tradition values the concept of equality as one en-
joined by the natural law of life.58 Nevertheless, owing to inherent 
genetic differences and divergent social environments, disparities 
between human beings are natural phenomena, apparent in vari-
ances in intelligence, strength, height, weight, and athleticism, as 
well as in social differences rooted in family background, education, 
peers, and so on. Focusing on equality without taking these differ-
ences into consideration is equivalent to advocating the law of the 
jungle—that of unquestioned equal rights and zero distinctions be-
tween the advantaged and the disadvantaged. The individualist 
value of liberalism thus often leads to conflict rather than coopera-
tion among human beings. Even when defined in terms of competi-
tive opportunity,59 under circumstances where violent means are 
the best option for winning competitions, absolute equality can still 
result in life-and-death rivalry. The war between different religious 
groups in Libya since 2011 is a case in point.60

Benevolence is the core idea and social norm of Confucianism, 
one whose essence as a governing principle calls on state leaders to 
empathize with and care for their peoples. Thus, it can find applica-
tion in the management of relations between the strong and the 
weak, the rich and the poor, and those occupying high and low 
ranks at work, so helping to reduce social conflicts emanating from 
disparities between the powerful and the disadvantaged. As the 
members of an international system are divided into different classes 
according to their capability, the principle of equality without be-
nevolence places the lesser states in an unfavorable position. They 
will consequently fight ceaselessly to attain equal power.

By embracing the merging of equality with benevolence, we can 
popularize the value of fairness on a global level. For instance, “first 
come, first served” is a principle of absolute equality. It gives those 
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first in line the opportunity, for example, to take a seat on a bus, but 
it is not fair to the aged or infirm. A norm of fairness dispels this 
conflict by requiring that the able-bodied, whether or not among 
the first in line, yield their seats to those in greater need of one. 
Another popular example is that of the Olympic Games boxing 
rules. To ensure equality, the established rule is that the loser is the 
fighter who fails after a knockdown to get up before the referee has 
counted to ten. However, to ensure fairness, boxers are divided into 
classes according to weight, so giving boxers in an ascending scale 
of weight an equal chance to win championships. In this case, the 
classification of boxers constitutes the prerequisite for referees to 
make a fair judgment based on the skill that the contestants display 
in a match.

This same principle of differentiated treatment is equally appli-
cable in international politics. For instance, the concept of “com-
mon but differentiated responsibilities,” which arose at the Stock-
holm Conference in 1972, and was accepted by the United Nations 
Framework Convention on Climate Change in 1992 and the Kyoto 
Protocol in 1997, reflects this ideal.61 On the issue of reducing CO2 
emissions, the international community has embraced the principle 
whereby the developed and developing countries take common but 
differentiated responsibilities.62 The Lomé Convention signed in 
February 1975 between nine members of the European Community 
(EC) and forty-six developing countries in Africa, the Caribbean, 
and the Pacific (ACP), also embodied this equitable principle. 
Through this convention, the EC countries offered preferential eco-
nomic treatment to members of the ACP group.63 These treaties 
suggest the possibility of a greater emphasis on fairness over equal-
ity in future international principles.

Righteousness’s Embrace of Democracy

Democracy is one of liberalism’s major contributions to human po-
litical life, and the legalization of governmental actions through 
popular support is at its core.64 In a modern civil society, every cit
izen judicially and equitably claims ownership of national sov
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ereignty and state power. However, owing to the logistical issues 
generated by large populations, it is impossible for all citizens to par
ticipate directly in the decision making on state affairs. Therefore, 
the representative system is the obvious choice for the execution of 
state power through democratic procedures.65 The active principle 
in the democratic procedure is that of majority consent through 
secret ballot. However, while the democratic process of decision 
making legitimizes governmental decisions, it cannot guarantee that 
those decisions are just. For instance, in 2003 the US Congress au-
thorized the White House’s decision to attack Iraq based on alleged 
evidence that Iraq possessed weapons of mass destruction. Al-
though this authorization legitimized American military action 
against Iraq, the war was eventually proven to be unjust after revela-
tions that invalidated the alleged evidence.66

In fact, not even international legitimacy automatically ensures 
that a state’s actions are just. As international society is an anarchical 
system, the power distribution among members of international 
institutions is mainly arranged according to their varying levels of 
capability. Therefore, a just outcome achieved solely through inter-
national institutions’ procedures is rare. As regards the issue of pure 
procedural justice, as held by liberalists, Rawls says, “Even though 
the law is carefully followed, and the proceedings fairly and properly 
conducted, it may reach the wrong outcome. . . . The injustice 
springs from no human fault but from a fortuitous combination of 
circumstances which defeats the purpose of the legal rules.”67 He 
adds, “Pretty clearly, perfect procedural justice is rare, if not impos-
sible, in cases of much practical interest.”68 For instance, members 
of the Arab League made the decision to expel the Syrian govern-
ment led by Bashar al-Assad from its ranks and offer military assis-
tance to antigovernment forces in Syria, all through a democratic 
process. This democratic decision internationally legitimized the 
subsequent support provided to rebel militants in Syria but thus 
escalated a war that resulted in tens of thousands of civilian deaths 
and over a million refugees.69 In humanitarianism terms, therefore, 
the Arab League’s decision was unjust.
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Righteousness is an ancient Chinese moral code shared among a 
number of philosophical schools, including Confucianism, Daoism, 
and Moism. Although righteousness has broad connotations, at its 
core is upright, reasonable, and proper behavior. Mencius said: “Be-
nevolence is man’s mind and righteousness is man’s path.”70 In other 
words, only by choosing the just way can one implement benevo-
lence. The difference between righteousness and democracy is that 
the former stresses the results of a policy while the latter emphasizes 
its legitimacy. Allison says, “For Americans, democracy is the only 
just form of government: the authorities derive their legitimacy 
from the consent of the governed. That is not the prevailing view in 
China, where it is common to believe that the government earns or 
loses political legitimacy based on its performance.”71 In reality, 
there are many unjust results stemming from legitimized policies. 
For instance, the UN is designed to maintain world peace, but it is 
also dominated by the leading powers—the five permanent mem-
bers of the Security Council. It is common practice among the lead-
ing powers to undermine the UN’s democratic regulations by using 
veto power to achieve their particular unjust purposes.

The value of righteousness can help constrain the unjust legiti-
macy of leading states’ conduct through requiring justice in both 
form and result. By fusing democracy with righteousness, we can 
popularize the value of justice and help to ensure that the resolu-
tions of international organizations are legitimate in form and just 
in result. When the two are unified, justice is upheld. For instance, 
most countries exercised sanctions against the apartheid regime in 
South Africa during the Cold War. Not only did such actions carry 
legitimacy in the form of a UN resolution adopted by a majority of 
UN members, but, more importantly, the anti-apartheid policies 
were just in nature and in accordance with the principle of righ-
teousness. The combination of the two explains why this particular 
use of sanctions was not regarded as an intervention into domestic 
affairs.72

When comparing justice and democracy, the former proves to 
be a more useful value in promoting social fairness. At the same 
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time, justice does not repel but rather draws support from democ-
racy. In fact, justice can utilize democracy as a means of achieving 
greater social fairness while preventing unjust results. Rawls set 
forth two principles of justice: principle 1 is freedom and equality; 
principle 2 is a combination of equal opportunities and differenti-
ated treatment. Principle 2 aims to achieve justice based on the 
value of fairness, which cannot be achieved by democracy alone.73 
In addition to ensuring the legitimacy of the actions of leading states 
through democratic procedures, therefore, it is necessary also to 
ensure that the results of their actions are just by assessing decisions 
according to the principle of righteousness. For instance, as the po-
larization between the rich and poor intensifies owing to globaliza-
tion, priority needs to be given to the principle of justice over that 
of democracy in order to promote common development in our age. 
The principle of democracy alone ensures only that every country, 
regardless of its wealth, has the equal right to decide its own devel-
opment agenda. By contrast, the principle of justice calls on devel-
oped countries to provide economic aid to developing states 
amounting to 0.7 percent of their GDP in efforts to eliminate or 
mitigate polarization.74

Rites’ Embrace of Freedom

Freedom is also a core value of liberalism. Rooted in man’s inherent 
attributes, the desire for freedom is an instinct common to all ani-
mals. This primal need provides legitimate justification for freedom 
in human society, as man’s desire for longevity does for the right to 
live. But human beings are a social species for whom the community 
is a precondition for survival.75 Building a social order, however, 
requires sacrificing some degree of freedom to the norms that regu-
late an individual’s behavior.76 The tension between individual free-
dom and the greater social order exists in both domestic and inter-
national systems. Although social norms can be implemented within 
a domestic system through the monopolization of force, violence 
and chaos will inevitably prevail when actors utilize such ability to 
protect their interests in an international system. Hence, the balance 
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between the freedom of individual states and the international order 
becomes a crucial political issue.

Rites constitute a Chinese traditional value applicable not only 
to political affairs, but also to the affairs of ordinary people in their 
daily lives. Rites refer to social norms or customs formed according 
to given ethics. Although a formality, a rite plays a more extensive 
role than law in maintaining social order. Confucius says, “If you do 
not learn rites, your character cannot be established.”77 Laws deter 
illegal actions by punishing law-breaking behavior after the fact, 
while rites preemptively restrain people’s uncivilized behavior 
through moral formats. Rites are a more extensive restraining force 
than laws, because they function in areas unrelated to the law. Laws 
protect freedom of speech but are unable to curb the hurling of 
abuse, while rites can restrain people from uttering obscenities. 
Freedom without the constraint of rites can easily give rise to violent 
conflicts. For instance, the 2012 American movie Innocence of Mus-
lims is legally consistent with the principle of freedom of speech but 
nonetheless caused widespread protests in many Muslim countries 
that resulted in numerous deaths and injuries.78 In 2015, two broth-
ers later identified as terrorists attacked the Paris office of the French 
satirical weekly magazine Charlie Hebdo in response to its publica-
tion of satirical cartoons and nude caricatures of Muhammad. The 
attack killed twelve people and injured eleven.79

Rites are the foundation of civility and advance the social signifi-
cance of human life beyond the principle of freedom. Because man 
values the meaning of life, the major difference between humans 
and animals is not discernible exclusively in the degree to which 
they pursue freedom, but rather in the former’s pursuit of freedom 
with a meaningful purpose. Rites help to guide humans toward civi-
lized behavior, thus enriching the meaning of life. Freedom without 
civility may lead to a regression of human society to one more akin 
to that of animals and beasts. Xunzi said: “Birds and beasts have 
parents but no parental affection; they distinguish between male 
and female but do not make the distinction between man and 
woman.”80 In Chinese culture, extremely uncivilized behavior, such 
as incest or maltreatment of the aged, is regarded as inhuman or 
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bestial. Human civility, therefore, lies in the ability to distinguish 
between social goods and ills. For example, all animals have the free-
dom to excrete, but civility prohibits humans from excreting indis-
criminately, as an animal might. It is through civility that humanity 
constantly advances while other animals remain forever in an un-
civilized state. The conventions and formalities of the Oriental and 
Western etiquettes may differ, but the observation of such propri-
eties is a shared social norm.

The embrace of freedom alongside the social recognition of rites 
will improve human civility, thus reducing the danger of violent 
conflicts among human beings. Allison has expressed concern re-
garding the potential for a civilizational clash between China and 
the United States due to “the profound differences between Ameri-
can and Chinese conceptions of the state, economics, the role of 
individuals, relations among nations and the nature of time.”81 He 
notes, “Chinese culture does not celebrate American-style individu-
alism, which measures society by how well it protects the rights and 
fosters the freedom of individuals.”82 However, what he does not 
realize is that Chinese culture advocates the recognition of rites for 
the sake of preventing the social violence to which individual free-
dom gives rise. Should both rising and dominant states guide their 
competition for international power in accordance with the prin-
ciple of civility, such competition will be peaceful and may possibly 
be healthy as well. With the Trump administration’s characteriza-
tion of China as the United States’ major rival, as noted in its Na-
tional Security Strategy,83 it has become increasingly necessary for 
these two giants to consider ways of regulating their competition in 
a civilized manner.

In the twenty-first century, innovation has become a primary 
method of wealth accumulation. It reduces dramatically the need to 
control natural resources as part of the power competition between 
rising and dominant states. Thus, it is possible for China and the 
United States to establish norms of civility that regulate their com-
petition for global domination in a peaceful manner. The shift of 
world power throughout history has often been accompanied by 
wars between rising states and dominant states that are classic mani-
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festations of the incivility of international society. Establishing in-
ternational norms in accordance with the value of civility will help 
to reduce the risk of war between all states, including rising and 
dominant powers. Crystallization of the value of civility amid the 
establishment of new international norms not only transcends lib-
eralism but also advances human civilization.

SUMMARY

International mainstream values play a guiding role in establishing 
international norms. In keeping with this maxim, the decline of lib-
eralism will inevitably generate challenges to the liberalist interna-
tional order and the current norms established under the guidance 
of the United States. After enjoying a dominant status for three de-
cades, the values of liberalism are now being challenged by the rise 
of competing ideologies—anti-establishmentarianism in the United 
States, populism in Europe, traditional values in China, Islamic fun-
damentalism in the Middle East, and economic nationalism in both 
developed and developing countries.

During the present bipolarization, neither the United States nor 
China is able to replace liberalism with a set of new values as a domi-
nant global ideology. The coming decade may witness a bipolar 
world with many different ideological competitions for regional 
domination or influence on certain types of states. The current prev-
alence of one-man decision making in major states is bringing about 
a historical retrogressive trend. Decision makers in many states will 
prefer secret diplomacy to open diplomacy, conspiracy to dialogue, 
sanctions to negotiations, protectionism to free transactions, politi-
cal chicanery to strategic credibility, military bullyragging to strate-
gic deterrence, and bilateralism to multilateralism. States will value 
sovereignty and privilege more than before and become less open 
to global governance and regionalization.

Although the coming decade may witness a bipolar world with a 
retrogressive normative order, millennials in China and the United 
States may provide an advanced leadership when they come to na-
tional power. American liberalism still wields greater influence than 
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any other ideology at this time, and China’s rise will expand the 
international influence of Chinese traditional values. These two fac-
tors offer the chance to combine the Chinese traditional values of 
benevolence, righteousness, and rites with the liberalist values of 
equality, democracy, and freedom, thus modernizing them in the 
forms of fairness, justice, and civility. Ultimately, it is the merging 
of these values that should prove universally acceptable to people 
of different countries.

Yan.indb   154 12/19/2018   8:55:54 AM



155

L

SS

L

7
Transformation of the 
International System

故可以有夺人国, 不可以有夺人天下。
(You can seize a state, but you cannot seize all under heaven.)
XUNZI

Although the expression “transformation of the international sys-
tem” often appears in IR writings, definitions of it do not. In fact, 
this phrase is used randomly to refer to changes in international 
orders, or configurations, or norms, or actors, rather than to the 
system as a whole. Such indiscriminate usage academically confuses 
a system change with changes in a system’s components and also 
obscures the causes of system change. History shows that the suc-
cess of rising states often leads to changes in the international order, 
or configurations, or norms, but that it only occasionally results in 
a system change and even rarely in a type change of international 
actors. Thus, this chapter will first distinguish between system 
changes and component changes, and then analyze the influence of 
international leadership on the transformation of international sys-
tems. Since system transformation relates to changes in interna-
tional actors, norms, configurations, orders, and leadership types, 

TRANSFORMATION OF THE SYSTEM
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the analysis of system transformation will be based on the four cor-
ollaries as discussed in chapter 3.

COMPONENT CHANGE VERSUS SYSTEM CHANGE

As there is no common criterion for judging system transformation, 
IR scholars hold opposing views on the international change after 
the Cold War. Some label the change as “an international system 
transformation,” while others refer to it as “a change in international 
configuration.” In 2006, Yang Chengxu, a senior policy researcher 
and diplomat, strongly argued that the post–Cold War period 
“brought about a change in power configuration rather than a sys-
tem change.”1 In fact, configuration was the only difference in the 
international system during and after the Cold War. After the change 
in configuration from bipolar to unipolar, international actors and 
norms remained the same as in the Cold War. This kind of misun-
derstanding occurred again when some people misjudged the cur-
rent bipolarization as an international system transformation. Bipo-
larization of the international configuration, apparent in the 
narrowing disparity in capability between China and the United 
States, occurred in tandem with the global financial crisis of 2008. 
Some people perceive this change in configuration as an interna-
tional system change and have indeed even labeled it “the third great 
system transformation of the last 500 years.”2 It would be impossi-
ble, however, to make any sound judgments on whether or not a 
change has occurred in the current international system as whole, 
or in just of one of its components.

Component Change Not Equal to System Transformation

Literature on international relations encompasses writings on a 
wide range of interstate systems, including the five service system 
in pre-Qin China, the tributary system in pre-seventeenth-century 
East Asia, the Westphalia system in post-1648 Europe, the Vienna 
system in nineteenth-century Europe, the Versailles-Washington 
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system after World War I, and the Yalta system after World War II. 
These interstate systems, however, are not defined or categorized 
according to a common criterion, but rather to historical events, 
mainly power transitions, between major states. A review of IR 
scholars’ different academic interpretations of international sys-
tems, including those of David Singer, Kenneth Waltz, Alexander 
Wendt, and Barry Buzan and Richard Little, reveals divergences and 
contending opinions on the concept of “international system.”3

Waltz defines a system as “a set of interacting units. At one level, 
a system consists of a structure, and the structure is the systems-
level component that makes it possible to think of the units as form-
ing a set as distinct from a mere collection. At another level, the 
system consists of interacting units.”4 Besides the units and structure 
that Waltz suggests as components of a system, norms are also a 
constituent part, because units must interact according to a set of 
norms in a given system. Robert A. Mundell and Alexander Swo-
boda say, “A system is an aggregation of diverse entities united by 
regular interaction according to a form of control.”5 The diverse en-
tities of an international system consist of international actors, 
mainly states, and the form of control may range from informal in-
ternational rules to formal international laws. Stanley Hoffmann 
regards a set of rights and rules as an international system compo-
nent that influences interaction among states.6 David Kang defines 
the Chinese tributary system as “a set of institutional structures that 
provided an overarching framework for organizing external rela-
tions among political actors in early modern East Asia.”7 Based on 
the elements mentioned in the above definitions, this book regards 
international actors, configuration, and norms as the three key com-
ponents of an international system (see back to figure 3.2). Although 
there is wide agreement on the components of an international sys-
tem, there is no common academic criterion as to which of these 
three components should be used to categorize the traits of a given 
international system. Consequently, nor is there a common crite-
rion through which to judge whether or not the transformation of a 
given international system has occurred.

Yan.indb   157 12/19/2018   8:55:54 AM



158 chapter 7

L

SS

L

Many scholars take changes in international configuration—
mainly in capability structure of major powers—as transformation 
of international systems.8 Some researchers, for instance, claimed 
that the change from the Cold War era to the post–Cold War era 
constituted a transformation of international systems.9 Neverthe-
less, nation-states were the main international actors during these 
two historical epochs, and international norms were the sovereignty 
norms based on the Charter of the United Nations. Among the three 
key components of the international system, therefore, it was only 
the international configuration that changed—from bipolar to uni-
polar. Equating a change in the international configuration to a 
transformation of the international system as a whole thus renders 
meaningless the distinction between the configuration and the sys-
tem. Semantic considerations apart, the primary reason why inter-
national configuration and system cannot be treated as the same 
thing is that equating a component change to a system change would 
make it impossible for researchers to distinguish between the parts 
and the whole.

Aware that a component change does not equate to a change of 
the whole system, Gilpin distinguishes three types of change in an 
international system according to its component changes. “Systems 
change” refers to a change in the nature of the actors in a system; 
“systemic change” to a change in the form of control of a system; and 
“interaction change” to a change in interactions among actors in a 
system.10 In his book, Gilpin’s “systems change,” “systemic change,” 
and “interaction change” equate respectively to actor change, change 
in power distribution, and norm change.11 He defines both systemic 
change and interaction change as changes within a system, but sys-
tems change, that is, change of actor, as change in the character of 
an international system.12 He says, “The character of the interna-
tional system is identified by the most prominent entities: empires, 
nation-states, or multinational corporations.”13 His approach of de-
fining actor change as change in the character of a system, however, 
confuses component change with system change, in the same way 
as that which regards power redistribution as system change.
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Comparing the components of interstate systems as academi-
cally defined throughout history would help us to understand the 
relationship between component changes and system transforma-
tion, that is, a change of the whole system. Table 7.1 demonstrates 
the differences between certain academically termed interstate 
systems as apparent in their actors, configurations, and norms. In 
this table, actors refer to the major states rather than all states in a 

TABLE 7.1: THE COMPONENTS OF INTERSTATE SYSTEMS ACADEMICALLY DEFINED

Interstate Systems Actors Configurations Norms

Huaxia Region
Western Zhou Dynasty 

(1046–771 BCE)
Royal state and 

vassals
Unipolar Enfeoffment

Spring and Autumn period 
(770–476 BCE)

Royal state and 
vassals

Bipolar, multi- 
polar

Hegemonic rivalry, 
annexation 
prohibited

Warring States era 
(475–221 BCE)

Monarchies Multipolar Annexation

Qin Dynasty (221– 
206 BCE)

Empire Unipolar Annexation

Europe
Roman era (27 BCE– 

395 CE)
Empire Multipolar, bi- 

polar
Annexation

Middle Ages 
(ca. 476–1453)

The pope and 
kingdoms

Multipolar Magisterium

Westphalia system  
(1648–1791)

Empires and  
nation states

Multipolar Sovereignty

Anti-France coalitions 
(1792–1814)

Empires and 
nation-states

Multipolar or 
bipolar?

Interference in inter-
nal affairs

Vienna system (1814– 
1913)

Empires and 
nation-states

Multipolar Interference in inter-
nal affairs

Muslim Region
Post-Caliphate times 

(8th–14th centuries)
City-states Multipolar Annexation

Ottoman period (14th– 
16th centuries)

Empire Unipolar Annexation

Global
Versailles-Washington  

system (1919–39)
Nation-states Multipolar Occupation and 

annexation
Yalta system (1945–) Nation-states Bipolar Noninterference and 

nonannexation
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given interstate system, because only major states have the capa-
bility to influence the character of an interstate system.14

In table 7.1, the components of some sequential interstate sys-
tems, namely, the Anti-France Coalitions system and the Vienna 
system, are of one type. One or two of the components of other 
sequential interstate systems, namely, the Versailles-Washington 
system and the Yalta system, meanwhile, differ. This phenomenon 
raises the question of whether or not some of these academically 
termed international systems lack independence, for they might be 
continuums of the system immediately preceding them. An exami-
nation of the relationship between changes in the type of the three 
components and the system transformations in table 7.1 will help us 
to find an objective criterion for judging system transformations. 
Scrutiny of this table enables us to make three observations:

First, changes in the type of actors do not necessarily correlate 
with system transformations. The Treaty of Westphalia, signed in 
1648, could be regarded as the starting point of nation-states, but 
this change remained confined to Europe for a century. After signing 
the treaty, European interstate actors experienced the evolutionary 
process of city-states; kingdoms; monarchies; empires; nation-
states. Nevertheless, the IR community has rarely characterized 
European interstate systems prior to the Westphalia Treaty accord-
ing to actor changes in that region. In fact, the treaty indicated the 
transformation of the European system not just through the appear-
ance of nation-states, but also by virtue of sovereignty becoming the 
dominant interstate norm in Europe, that is, nation-states possessed 
independent sovereignties.15 We can also find in this table counter-
evidence of character changes in an international system when no 
change in the type of actors has occurred. For instance, the Chinese 
Qing Dynasty ended in 1911, and the Persian Empire in 1908, before 
World War I wiped out the centuries-old Hapsburg, Hohenzollern, 
Romanoff, and Ottoman dynasties in Europe.16 Since the end of 
World War I, nation-states have remained the most important inter-
national actors. Nevertheless, IR academia regards the Versailles-
Washington system and the Yalta system as two entities of different 
characters before and after World War II, which implies that a trans-
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formation of the two systems took place. If we accept the judgment 
that these two systems are different in character, then we have to 
agree that international system transformations do not necessarily 
relate to changes in the type of actors.

Second, changes in configuration types are not necessarily in-
dicative of system transformation. There are three basic types of 
international configurations: unipolar, bipolar, and multipolar. For 
instance, in the thirteenth century, when the interstate configura-
tion changed from bipolar between the Southern Song Dynasty and 
the Jurchen Empire to unipolar under the grand unification of the 
Yuan Dynasty, the ancient Chinese interstate system remained an 
empire system. The main reason why many IR students take power 
redistribution as system transformation is because they have over-
looked historical system transformations that did not entail con
figuration change. In table 7.1 we can find several cases, such as in 
ancient Chinese history, where the configurations of both the 
Spring-Autumn period and the Warring States period were multi-
polar, as were the European interstate configurations before and 
after the Westphalia Treaty. However, interstate systems transferred 
in these two cases, which disproved the idea that a change in the 
type of power configuration will lead to the transformation of inter-
national systems.

Third, changes in the type of international norms are also not 
necessarily indicative of system transformation. The relationship 
between norm changes and system transformations is a topic for 
further study. Many international system transformations are indeed 
accompanied by norm changes, as illustrated by several cases in 
table 7.1, and Chinese historians as well as IR scholars have catego-
rized ancient Chinese interstate systems according to norm changes. 
For instance, they agree that the major indicator of system transfor-
mation from the Spring and Autumn period to the Warring States 
period is that of the legality of annexing other states, which had been 
illegal during the former period but was sanctioned in the latter.17 
Nevertheless, table 7.1 also includes certain system transformations 
that were unaccompanied by norm changes, namely, the annexation 
norms of both the Warring States period and the Qin Dynasty, of 
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both the post-Caliphate times and the Ottoman period, and of both 
the Vienna system and the Versailles-Washington system. These 
cases illustrate that system transformations do not necessarily cor-
relate with changes in the type of interstate norms, or at least that 
norm changes alone cannot construct sufficient conditions for a 
system transformation.

CONDITIONS FOR SYSTEM TRANSFORMATION

Table 7.1 suggests that there is no strict correspondence between 
changes in one component of a system and system transformations. 
Therefore, it would be logical to ascertain whether or not simultane-
ous changes in two components correlate with system transforma-
tions. As it turns out, using the criterion of simultaneous changes in 
any two components of international systems as the definition of 
system transformation facilitates a much more uniform explanation 
of the system transformations listed in table 7.1. Thus, we can argue 
that system transformation must be related to simultaneous changes 
in the type of at least two components.

System Transformation with Two Component Changes

The following system transformations in table 7.1 correspond to si-
multaneous changes in both norms and actors. During the system 
transformation from the Spring and Autumn to the Warring States 
the major actors changed from vassals authorized by the Son of 
Heaven to independent monarchies. The interstate norm, mean-
while, changed from prohibiting to sanctioning annexation. In Eu-
rope, the system transformation from the Roman Empire to the 
Middle Ages experienced an actor change from empire to kingdoms, 
and a norm change from annexation to magisterium, or feudalism. 
The system transformation resulting from the Thirty Years’ War 
(1618–48) witnessed the change in actors from kingdoms to nation-
states, and in norms from magisterium to sovereignty.18 In these 
three cases, actors and norms changed in type, but configuration 
remained the same.
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The following system transformations listed in table 7.1 corre-
spond to simultaneous changes in configuration and norms. The 
system transformation from the Western Zhou Dynasty to the 
Spring and Autumn witnessed the change in power configuration 
from unipolar to multipolar, and the change in norms from enfeoff-
ment to hegemonic rivalry, which prohibited annexation. The typi-
cal modern case is the system transformation after World War II, 
when the international system changed from the Versailles-
Washington system to the Yalta system. This entailed the power re-
distribution from multipolar to bipolar, and the norm change from 
the principle of preoccupation and annexation to that of noninter-
ference and nonannexation. These two cases show that system 
transformation may happen when actors remain the same. In the 
first case, the royal state and vassals remained the main actors, while 
in the second case nation-states were maintained as main interna-
tional actors.

Finally, simultaneous changes in the type of both actors and 
configurations can be found in the following system transforma-
tions shown in table 7.1. In 221 BCE, the State of Qin annexed the 
other six monarchies, and the ruler of Qin changed his title from 
“monarch” to “emperor,” and established the first empire in Chi-
nese history. Combined with the change of actor from monarchies 
to an empire, the configurations also changed from multipolar to 
unipolar. Hence, the ancient Chinese interstate system transformed 
from a monarchical system to an imperial system. Such a system 
transformation also occurred in Muslim history. The Caliphate Em-
pire in Arabia had been in decline since the middle of the eighth 
century and fragmented into many city-states, simultaneously 
changing the configuration from a unipolar to a multipolar one. The 
system transformation occurred along with these component 
changes. In the late fourteenth century, with the rise of the Otto-
man Empire, Muslim states changed from city-states into an em-
pire, and later two other empires—the Safavid Empire of Persia and 
the Mughal Empire of India—emerged in the Muslim world. At the 
same time, the configurations changed from multipolar to unipo-
lar.19 The above system transformations happened without any 
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change in norms, and the annexation principle prevailed in all these 
interstate systems.

Disputable Cases and Judging Principles

In table 7.1, we can find that some system categories, namely, the 
Westphalia system, the Anti-France coalitions war system, and the 
Vienna system, are disputable. The three systems feature different 
international norms but are the same as regards types of actors and 
configurations. They would hence not qualify as three international 
systems of different characters according to the criterion whereby 
system transformation requires changes in the type of two compo-
nents. However, some scholars argue that the international configu-
ration during a series of seven wars waged by various military alli-
ances between great European powers against Revolutionary 
France is a bipolar structure different from the multipolar one of the 
Vienna system, and that meanwhile the international norm had 
changed from the principle of secret diplomacies in the Westphalia 
system to that of universal peace and justice in the Anti-France co-
alitions system.20 If this judgment reflects the historical reality, 
therefore, the two transformations between the three systems meet 
the required standard of two component changes; otherwise they 
do not.

There could, however, be an alternative definition of the Euro-
pean international system during 1648–1913. In general, compared 
to the time taken for changes in power configuration or norm types, 
international systems take much longer to transform from one type 
to another. Since the Anti-France coalitions period lasted only 
twenty-five years, it can be classified as a period of disturbance sand-
wiched between the Westphalia system and the Vienna system, 
rather than as an independent international system. It thus follows 
that the three sustained international systems throughout the whole 
period may be regarded as one. In fact, an independent international 
system lasting for two hundred to three hundred years was popular 
in the premodern world of empires and dynastic kingdoms. Catego-
rizing these three continued periods as one system also meets the 
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criterion of two component changes in order for a system transfor-
mation to take place.

Admittedly, the “two component change” hypothesis has yet to 
be tested thoroughly. It is difficult to construct a rigorous argument 
about the relationship between component changes and system 
transformations without having undertaken a thorough investiga-
tion of all the historical cases of interstate system transformations. 
Therefore, we cannot yet conclusively argue that an international 
system will undergo a transformation as long as changes occur in the 
type of any two of its three components. The above analysis provides 
a logical framework for deducing three principles through which to 
judge whether or not transformations of international systems oc-
curred. First, an international system transformation will inevitably 
take place when all three components undergo type changes. Sec-
ond, it is highly possible that the character of an international system 
will transform when two of its three components change in type. 
This proposition can be supported by the examples mentioned 
above but still requires further testing. Third, changes in one of the 
three components are unlikely to be indicative of any system trans-
formation. As we can see, there are many cases of false categoriza-
tions of international systems based on the capability of one com-
ponent change, especially that of configuration. This is a classic 
logical fallacy of equating a subset of the system with the whole.

POLITICAL LEADERSHIP AND SYSTEM TRANSFORMATION

History demonstrates that the type of international configurations 
changes faster than that of norms, and the type of international 
norms faster than that of actors. For instance, the international con-
figuration experienced changes from multipolar to bipolar to uni-
polar during the twentieth century, while international norms 
changed just once—from realpolitik to double standard—and inter-
national actors remained the same as nation-states during the same 
period. The differential frequencies of change in actors, norms, and 
configurations explain why system transformations are more often 
accompanied by simultaneous changes in the type of international 
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configurations and norms than by changes of international actors 
and one of the other two components. Since it usually takes centu-
ries for international actors to change in type, this section will ana-
lyze the mechanism of system transformations that are caused by 
changes in the type of power configuration and norms.

In chapter 3, we analyzed the relationship between changes in 
power configuration and types of state leadership, and in chapter 5, 
we discussed the relationship between norm changes and types of 
international leadership. According to previous analysis, we can see 
that political leadership is a critical factor in bringing about changes 
in configurations and norms. Even though it is not yet clear whether 
political leadership has any direct influence on changes in the type 
of international actors, we can still argue that political leadership 
plays a crucial role in international system transformations for two 
reasons. First, system transformations require changes in at least 
two of the three components, one of which must be either configu-
ration or norms. Second, history shows that system transformation 
occurs much faster than changes in the type of international actors. 
This means that changes in norms and configuration are more likely 
to bring about system transformations than changes in actor. 
Changes in both configuration and norms, meanwhile, are caused 
by changes in political leadership of leading states.

At the state level, the national leadership types of rising states 
and dominant states play a joint role in changing international con-
figurations. An international configuration will change when the 
leadership of a rising state is able, through continued reform, to 
improve its national capability faster than the dominant state is, and 
when the leadership of the dominant state fails to prevent any rising 
state from reducing the disparity in capability between them. At 
the international level, the change in international configuration 
renders the rising state the new dominant state, one that may pro-
vide the world with a new international leadership quite different 
from that of previous dominant states. The new leadership resulting 
from the change in the type of international leaderships, moreover, 
is much more likely to establish international norms correspond-
ingly different in type from the previous ones. When both the in-

Yan.indb   166 12/19/2018   8:55:54 AM



Transformation of the System 167

L

SS

L

ternational configuration and norms experience typological change, 
the original international system will be transformed into a new 
type. Figure 7.1 illustrates the four steps from changes in the type of 
leading states’ leadership to the transformation of international 
systems.

(1) The first step is the change in leadership of leading states, ei-
ther rising states or dominant states, which may lead to a change in 
international configuration. Realistically, the states existing in an 
independent international system during a given historical period 
might range between a few and many. Changes in state leadership, 
therefore, can frequently happen. Nevertheless, only a few of these 
leadership changes lead to substantial increases or declines in their 
national capability, as the numerical probability is that of no sub-
stantial change. Assuming perfectly random conditions, leadership 
changes in a state could have one of three different impacts on that 
state’s capability—those of rapid growth, stagnation, or decline. 
The international configuration will experience a type change only 
when the leadership change of the dominant state results in a dra-
matic decline of that state’s capability, and when that of a rising 
state leads to rapid growth of its capability. This particular combina-
tion accounts for just one out of nine of the possible outcomes, and 
only then when assuming perfectly random situations. Historically, 
leadership that results in rapid growth of rising states or dramatic 
declines of dominant states is usually less than chance. Thus, in 
practice, this serendipitous synchronicity is even lower than the 
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FIGURE 7.1 New types of international leadership and transformations of international systems
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theoretical one in nine. This is why rising states rarely overtake suc-
cessfully the dominant states’ position, such that these events hap-
pen only every half century or longer.

Many people attribute changes in power configuration to the suc-
cessful achievements of rising states, but in reality the decline of 
dominant states is equally if not more likely to bring about changes 
in power configuration. Guanzi said, “When your own state is well 
governed but the sovereigns of neighboring states are unworthy, it 
will be a great advantage for establishment of a great power.”21 
Guanzi thus regards the poor leadership of other states as equally 
important in the rivalry for interstate domination as the good lead-
ership of one’s own country. I would argue that leadership changes 
in dominant states are more likely than those in rising states to 
change the international configuration, because it is much easier for 
a leadership to undermine its own national capability than to im-
prove it. That is why it takes a rising state longer to establish itself as 
a superpower than it does for a status superpower to ruin itself. For 
instance, Huhai, the second emperor of the Qin Dynasty, totally 
ruined the first Chinese Empire within three years of his rule (210–
207 BCE). In 1985, the Soviet Union experienced a leadership 
change that resulted in the collapse of the Soviet Union by the end 
of 1991, and also in a change in the international configuration from 
bipolar to unipolar, despite no substantial improvement of Ameri-
can absolute capability during these six years. In regard to the Amer-
ican decline in the twenty-first century, Lebow says, “modern realist 
categories of analysis blind their adherents to the reasons why 
American influence could undergo a precipitous decline in the de-
cades ahead. This will be because the United States proves itself to 
be its own worst enemy.”22

(2) The second step is that whereby changes in power configura-
tion produce a new international leadership, which could be of a 
type different from the previous one. Changes in the type of inter-
national leadership happen less often than those in state leadership, 
which explains why international norms change less frequently than 
configurations. Although changes in power configuration do not 
necessarily correspond to changes in the type of international lead-
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ership, they do in some cases. For instance, the international con-
figuration changed from a multilateral one before World War II to a 
bilateral one thereafter. It was by virtue of this change in power 
configuration that the Soviet Union and the United States displaced 
the Western European powers and Japan as the leading states. Based 
on interaction between the United States and the Soviet Union, the 
two superpowers offered a hegemonic leadership that differed from 
the imperialist leadership of European states prior to World War II.

When the leaderships of rising states and dominant states are of 
the same type, the new international leadership resulting from 
changes in power configuration will also remain the same type. For 
instance, the members of leading states after World War I differed 
from those before the war. France, Britain, Italy, and Japan remained 
leading states, while Germany, Austro-Hungary, and the Ottoman 
Empire lost their leading positions.23 Nevertheless, the leaderships 
of both the old and the new leading states are imperialist. Thus, the 
international leadership remained the same type after the war. An-
other case is the change of power configuration from bipolar to uni-
polar after the Cold War. This change rendered the United States the 
sole global leader, but the international leadership it offered re-
mained the same type as that of its joint leadership with the Soviet 
Union during the Cold War.

(3) The third step is that whereby the new international leader-
ship reforms international norms according to the new values that 
it advocates and practices. In order to maintain their newly achieved 
leading positions for as long as possible, new states constituting the 
international leadership will prefer to establish new international 
norms through which to consolidate a world order and ensure their 
durable domination of it. The new norms will serve as both the basis 
of their leading positions and the instrument for legitimizing their 
foreign policies. For instance, America’s refusal to be a part of the 
League of Nations after World War I kept it outside of the world 
leading body, so disenabling it from establishing international norms 
of a new type. The United States initiated the United Nations after 
World War II and joined the leading body, the UN Security Council, 
thus changing the type of international norm from a colonial one to 
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a hegemonic one. This step constitutes one of the two required com-
ponents for the transformation of international systems.

The norms established by a new international leadership can be 
divided into two categories: those differing in character, and those 
differing only in content from the previous ones. For instance, the 
norms established by the UN after World War II belong to the first 
category, because they stress the principle of respecting states’ ter-
ritorial sovereignty and prohibit annexation, and are hence contrary 
to the preemption doctrine. In contrast, the norms adopted by the 
League of Nations after World War I belong to the second category, 
because they are the same as those of the nineteenth century in 
terms of character. The arms control agreement with respect to 
naval capability among the United States, the UK, France, Italy, and 
Japan is arranged according to the principle of power redistribution 
and is consequently no different typologically from previous arms 
control norms.24

(4) The fourth step is that whereby the combination of changes 
in power configuration and establishment of new norms leads to 
system transformations. This final step signifies this book’s unique 
understanding of international system transformations as distinct 
from other theories, namely, that system transformations happen 
only under the condition of changes in the type of at least two com-
ponents of a given system, whereas changes in one component can-
not result in system transformation. According to this standard, the 
Yalta system established after World War II has survived for more 
than seven decades. It thus not only has survived the Cold War but 
also has the chance of continuing for at least one more decade. This 
is because China, currently the most powerful rising state, does not 
yet possess the capability to establish new types of norms in the 
coming decade, even though China’s rise will shape a new bipolar 
configuration.

This capability apart, the Chinese government has no intention 
of changing the Yalta system. For instance, after Japan nationalized 
the Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands in 2012, the Chinese government con-
fronted the Japanese government by repeatedly stressing the impor-
tance of protecting the post–World War II system. China’s Report 
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on the Work of the Government in 2014 stated: “We will safeguard the 
victory of World War II and the postwar international order, and 
will not allow anyone to reverse the course of history.”25 Officially, 
the Chinese government regards international order and interna-
tional system as the same thing, which implies that the Chinese gov-
ernment deems the Yalta system not yet to have ended, and that it 
has no intention of changing it.

The Trump administration may speed up the current change in 
power configuration from unipolar to bipolar, but changing the cur-
rent international norms into a new type preferred by it without 
China’s cooperation is beyond its capability. China and the United 
States each may have the capability to weaken the efficiency of sov-
ereignty norms based on the UN Charter, but neither of them is 
strong enough to demolish them. Therefore, as long as nation-states 
remain as major international actors, it is highly possible for China’s 
rise and America’s decline to jointly reshape a new international 
order in the next decade, but the Yalta system will likely survive and 
not transform into a new type.

SUMMARY

International actors, configurations, and norms are the three key 
components of international system. Owing to the common confu-
sion whereby a part change is perceived as a change of the whole, 
many people misjudge a component change in a given international 
system as a system transformation. As an international system com-
prises the three above components, transformation of it requires 
changes in the type of at least two of them. Changes in the type of 
one component alone may lead to system disorder or better order, 
but it cannot bring about any typological system transformation.

It takes much longer for international actors than for interna-
tional configurations and norms to change typologically. There-
fore, history has witnessed more changes in the type of configura-
tions and norms than in actors. This also explains why most system 
transformations have been caused by combined changes in the 
type of configurations and norms, rather than by actor changes 
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accompanied by a type change in one of the other two components. 
Owing to the fact that change in configuration happens more fre-
quently than that in norms, system transformations often start from 
changes in configuration.

Changes in the type of both international configuration and 
norms are closely related to changes respectively in the type of do-
mestic and international leaderships of leading states. Therefore, the 
transformation of international system must be influenced by 
changes in the type of political leadership. As it is much easier for a 
domestic leadership to ruin its national capability than to improve 
it, the decline of dominant states often plays a more important role 
in change of power configuration than does the rise of a new leading 
power. China’s rise and America’s decline are likely to speed up the 
present bipolarization and shape a new international order, but the 
Yalta system may survive those changes without transformation into 
a new type.
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8
Historical Cases of System 
Transformation

以史为镜, 可以知兴替。
(Taking history as a mirror, one can  
know the rise and fall of a state.)
EMPEROR TAIZONG

An international system transformation is a comprehensive and 
complex change that encompasses changes in the type of actors, 
configurations, norms, orders, and leaderships. Based on the analy-
ses in earlier chapters of the relationship between leadership and 
changes in configuration, norms, political values, and systems, this 
chapter will illustrate through historical cases how types of leader-
ship influence international system transformations. This chapter 
selects both ancient Chinese and modern global cases to illustrate 
the theoretical arguments made in this book. These cases vary across 
their geographical locations and sizes, their historical and cultural 
backgrounds, and their political systems. This huge diversity is help-
ful for illustrating the application scope of the theoretical arguments 
raised in previous chapters. Based on acknowledgment of the vast 
differences between ancient Chinese and modern global histories, 

CASES OF SYSTEM TRANSFORMATION
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if we can pinpoint political similarities between the system trans-
formations that occurred during the two histories we might surmise 
that they entailed certain social laws. These similarities constitute 
the foundations of the theory established in this book.

ANCIENT CHINESE CASES

This section will utilize three pre-Qin periods of Chinese history to 
illustrate the critical role of leading states in shaping the configura-
tions, norms, and character of interstate systems: the transition from 
the Western Zhou Dynasty to the Spring and Autumn period, the 
subsequent advent of the Warring States period, and the later rise 
of the Qin Dynasty. A noteworthy variable in this endeavor is the 
political leadership of leading states, which, despite undergoing 
many changes during each of these three timeframes, contributed 
to transformations in interstate norms and configurations but not 
the character of the system as a whole.

No System Transformation during the Western Zhou Dynasty

The interstate leadership type of the Western Zhou Dynasty (1066–
770 BCE) changed from humane authority to hegemony to tyranny. 
Accordingly, the norms guiding interactions among states in the 
ancient Chinese interstate system changed from moral to double 
standard to realpolitik and eventually to coward-bully conventions. 
During this period, the types of major states stayed the same—a 
royal state and many feudal vassals—and the unipolar configuration 
stayed in place until the end of this period.

King Wu of Zhou established the Zhou Dynasty around 1066 
BCE, after the collapse of the Shang Dynasty. This marked the be-
ginning of the Western Zhou–dominated interstate system,1 wherein 
the so-called five service norms were the conventional principles 
guiding interactions among feudal vassals. These interstate norms 
originated in the reign of King Tang of the Shang Dynasty, who, at 
the Jinghao Conference in the seventeenth century BCE, con-
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structed the Hou, Dian, Nan, Cai, and Wei norms, which all feudal 
vassals observed.2 King Wu of Zhou revised and renamed these 
norms the Dian, Hou, Bin, Yao, and Huang and strictly enacted 
them, as did the succeeding Zhou rulers King Cheng and King 
Kang.3 When feudal vassals failed to observe the five service norms, 
each of the three kings of Zhou firstly inspected his own behavior 
according to the norms and revised the shortcomings, and then he 
issued warnings to those vassals that violated the norms. The rulers 
exerted punitive measures only against the vassals that continued to 
flout these norms despite receiving warnings.4 In this way, Zhou 
took the lead in practicing and maintaining the five service norms. 
Under the leaderships of King Wu, King Cheng, and King Kang, 
most vassals in that system observed the five service norms; there 
were thus fewer instances of war than the period after the ascen-
dance of King Zhao, the fourth king of the Zhou Dynasty.5 In other 
words, there was relatively peaceful order of the interstate system 
under the first three kings’ leadership in Zhou Dynasty.

King Zhao of the Zhou Dynasty ascended the throne in 1001 
BCE.6 Thereafter, the rulers of Zhou ceased their strict observation 
of the five service norms and persistently initiated wars against 
tribes in the peripheral areas of the Chinese interstate system.7 A 
typical case is the war King Mu of Zhou waged during 965–964 BCE 
against the Quanrong tribes that dwelt in the Northwest periphery. 
According to the five service norms, those tribes were expected to 
pay respects only occasionally to the King of Zhou, and not required 
to offer quarterly tributes. Jigong Moufu, a minister, tried to dis-
suade King Mu from declaring war on the Quanrong on the excuse 
of their failure to pay quarterly tributes, which, according to the five 
service norms, were not expected of them. Jigong Moufu warned 
King Mu of the serious repercussions that would follow the war. 
Rejecting Jigong Moufu’s advice, King Mu fought and, owing to 
Zhou’s superior military might, won that war. The victory, however, 
severely undermined the norms guiding relations between the Zhou 
Dynasty and the tribes in the Northwest periphery (Huang ordi-
nance), and the Quanrong tribes stopped paying respects to Zhou.8 
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Having violated, under the leadership of King Mu, norms guiding 
relations with tribes in the Huang ordinance, Zhou nevertheless 
continued to abide by the conventions applicable to the vassal states 
of the Hou and Bin ordinances, whose civilizations were similar to 
that of Zhou, and against whom King Mu accordingly did not wage 
war. Hostilities against the Quanrong tribes nevertheless trans-
formed the dominant norms in the Chinese interstate system from 
the moral type to the double-standard type. This change was the 
result of hegemony replacing the interstate leadership of humane 
authority.

After King Li of the Zhou Dynasty came to the throne in the year 
858 BCE, Zhou violated the norms guiding relations with both feu-
dal vassals of similar civilizations and tribes of different ones in the 
peripheral areas. According to the interstate norms of that time, 
areas of marshland were shared by Zhou and the feudal vassals. King 
Li, however, allowed his royal family members to violate this norm 
by monopolizing those areas. This breach provoked military rebel-
lions by several vassals in defense of their marshlands.9 By the time 
King Xuan of Zhou took the throne in 827 BCE, the Zhou interstate 
leadership had evolved into a tyranny, whereby Zhou no longer ob-
served norms relating to the feudal vassals, notably the State of Lu, 
with which it shared common ancestry. King Xuan went so far as to 
violate the primogenitary norm by requiring the State of Lu to name 
Xi, the younger son of the ruler of Lu, as crown prince. Outraged, 
the people of the State of Lu murdered Xi and proclaimed Boyu, the 
eldest son, as their ruler. King Xuan’s response was to declare war 
on the State of Lu in 795 BCE (the thirty-second year of his reign). 
Although Zhou was the victor, this war undermined relations with 
the feudal vassals, and military conflicts became commonplace 
throughout the Chinese interstate system.10 The type of predomi-
nant norms guiding interstate relations thus evolved from double 
standard to realpolitik.

When King You succeeded to the Zhou Dynasty throne in 781 
BCE, the type of interstate leadership transformed from tyranny to 
anemocracy. King You violated the primogenitary norm and also 
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deposed the crown prince, supplanting him with a bastard child. He 
furthermore openly violated interstate norms between allies. In 779 
BCE, the third year of his reign, and for no reason other than to 
amuse his favorite concubine, King You lit the war beacons, osten-
sibly signifying an attack from marauding nomads, and the allied 
feudal states accordingly sent in troops to save him.11 In the after-
math of these events, interstate norms transformed from realpolitik 
to coward-bully. Feudal vassals no longer followed alliance norms, 
and fraud and deception became the popular strategies of both 
Zhou and the feudal vassals. When the Quanrong tribes invaded 
central China in 770 BCE, most of the Zhou allies refused to respond 
to King You’s call for help, and the Quanrong army eventually slew 
King You at Mount Li.12 After these events, Zhou lost its domination, 
and the interstate configuration changed from unipolar to multipo-
lar. The history of the Western Zhou system thus underwent the 
change from order to chaos.

System Transformation to the Spring and Autumn Period

It was the combined changes in interstate configuration from uni-
polar to multipolar and in interstate norms from coward-bully to 
double standard that induced the system transformation from that 
of the Western Zhou to the Spring and Autumn period. Chinese 
historians agree that there was no hegemonic rivalry during the 
Western Zhou period, but that it became the main feature of inter-
state relations in the Spring and Autumn period (770–476 BCE).13 
Western scholars analyze differences between the Western Zhou 
and the Spring and Autumn periods from the power structure per-
spective. They suggest that the decline in the Zhou Dynasty’s capa-
bility is a major factor of hegemonic rivalry in the Spring and Au-
tumn period. Kalevi Holsti argues, “In the latter period of the Chou 
[Zhou] dynasty, there was considerable discrepancy between the 
official rules, traditions, and myths that were supposed to govern 
relations between political units and the actual behavior of indepen-
dent states. . . . But the practice during the Spring and Autumn and 
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Warring States periods did not accord with the myths and customs 
appropriate to the feudal order. In a system of many powerful, ambi-
tious and independent states, such rules were anachronisms. In-
stead, the main units developed rules or customs that reflected the 
major political and military characteristics of the system.”14

The decline of Zhou’s capability brought about not only a new 
power structure but also a new type of interstate leadership. This 
change is hence the driving force behind the norm alterations from 
the Western Zhou to the Spring and Autumn period. The interstate 
leadership of hegemonic states in the Spring and Autumn period 
differed from that of the humane authority under the first three 
kings of the Western Zhou and of the anemocracy under its last 
king, King You. When Zhou lost dominance of the system, all feu-
dal vassals became equal, and larger vassals pursued hegemonic 
positions rather than maintain the system’s order. That no states 
undertook responsibility for system order signified the cessation 
of humane authority interstate leadership as seen during the early 
Western Zhou period. As the larger vassals were hegemonic in 
type, they inevitably followed double-standard principles in their 
foreign policy making. Typically, norms guiding the resolution of 
conflicts within alliances differed from those applicable to non-
allied states. In setting out to impress on allies the hegemon’s cred-
ibility, such hegemonic double-standard principles differed also 
from the coward-bully norms prevalent in the late period of West-
ern Zhou.

The State of Qi and the State of Chu were two hegemons in the 
early Spring and Autumn period that respectively established their 
own alliance. This became an important factor in promoting double-
standard principles as interstate norms. Having replaced the unipo-
lar configuration of the Western Zhou system, Qi and Chu shaped a 
bipolar configuration by establishing alliances aimed at hegemonic 
rivalry. In efforts to win the hegemonic competition amid their rise, 
the two hegemons expanded their military cooperation with other 
lesser states and transformed temporary cooperation into durable 
alliances. This strategy accordingly reinforced the stability of the 
other side’s alliances.
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In the year 651 BCE (the ninth year of the reign of Duke Xi of Qi), 
the State of Qi established the Kuiqiu Alliance with the States of 
Song, Lu, Wei, Xu, Cao, and Zheng, all of which reached a covenant 
that included principles relating to domestic affairs, diplomacy, ide-
ology, and certain other fields. The covenant, for example, stipu-
lated, “Upon entering the alliance, all allies will forget past 
grudges,”15 a provision that restricted members of the alliance from 
annexing other members’ territory. The alliance laid emphasis on 
the importance of respecting the king of the Zhou Dynasty, even 
though he was no more than a political figurehead of interstate au-
thority. For the sake of interstate legitimacy, the alliance reinstated 
laws issued by the king of the Zhou Dynasty. For instance, it forbade 
obstructing rivers or springs, storing excessive grains, deposing the 
crown prince, marrying concubines, and women’s participation in 
political affairs.16 These stipulations improved political confidence 
among allies and reduced wars between members of the same alli-
ance. It thus made the interstate system far more stable than it had 
been under coward-bully norms. Of course, the Kuiqiu Alliance 
norms did not apply to relationships between members of this alli-
ance and nonmember states. The main reason why the Kuiqiu Alli-
ance double-standard norms lasted so long was that the State of Qi, 
as its leader, consistently observed the alliance covenant. Com-
pared with the major part of the Western Zhou period, however, 
interstate relations in the Spring and Autumn period were violent 
and chaotic.

System Transformation to the Warring States period

The Spring and Autumn period was followed by the Warring States 
period (475–221 BCE), an interstate system quite different from its 
predecessor. The configuration in both of these interstate systems 
was multipolar, but the actors transformed from vassals to monar-
chies, and interstate norms changed from double standard to real-
politik. Accordingly, compared to the Spring and Autumn period, 
interstate relations in the Warring States period were violent, and 
the order of its system was chaotic, mainly because there was neither 
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a single-state interstate leadership nor a collective interstate leader-
ship in that system.

Yang Kuan says, “Wars primarily aimed at hegemonic rivalry dur-
ing the Spring and Autumn period, but at annexation during the 
Warring States period.”17 His opinion is widely shared by Chinese 
historians. In fact, the main difference between the Spring and Au-
tumn period and the Warring States period was not that the former 
did not carry out annexation, but rather that annexation was re-
garded as a violation of interstate norms in the former but became 
both prevalent and legitimate in the latter.

Owing to the popularity of annexation as an interstate norm, the 
number of states dramatically reduced during the Warring States 
period. At its onset there had been at least twenty-six states in the 
interstate system,18 but by the middle of the period annexation wars 
had eradicated most of these, leaving the Wei, Zhao, Han, Qi, Qin, 
Chu, and Yan as the seven remaining most powerful states.19 Based 
on their dramatically enlarged territory, population, and military 
capability, these states declared their rulers wang (王, king) and 
transformed from vassals to monarchies. In 256 BCE, the State of 
Qin annexed Zhou, and King Nan of the Zhou Dynasty was demoted 
from Son of Heaven to duke of West Zhou.20 This meant that all ac-
tors became independent states, and that royal states no longer ex-
isted. The annexation wars continued for a century or more, ending 
with the victory of the State of Qin, which annexed the six other 
states within the Chinese interstate system and established the first 
East Asian empire in 221 BCE.21 Ying Zheng, the king of Qin, 
crowned himself emperor and became known as Qin Shihuang (秦
始皇, the first emperor of the Qin Dynasty).

The founding of the Qin Dynasty transformed the Chinese inter-
state system from absolute anarchy to relative hierarchy, wherein 
actors transmuted from monarchies to a single empire along with 
non-Chinese kingdoms and tribes, and the configuration changed 
from multipolar to unipolar. Thereafter, the type of Chinese inter-
state system became known as the empire-centered tributary sys-
tem. When the tributary system is consolidated, interstate relations 
are in order; otherwise, they are chaotic.
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CASES IN MODERN HISTORY

No events in modern history have larger legacies in shaping inter-
national politics than World War I and World War II. Although equal 
in importance, their respective influence nonetheless differed in 
result. Notably, while World War I altered the landscape of leading 
states, it did not change the types of international norms and con-
figurations. In contrast, World War II transformed the whole inter-
national system, including norms and configurations, primarily as a 
result of a new type of international leadership provided by the Roo-
sevelt administration.

No System Transformation throughout World War I

Transformations of international system are often implemented 
through wars, but wars do not necessarily change international sys-
tems. Although World War I had a dramatic impact on international 
relations in the early twentieth century, it failed to bring about a 
transformation of the international system, because there were no 
changes in the type of either configurations or norms. The interna-
tional configuration was multipolar before and after the war, and the 
type of international norms remained realpolitik. Global leading 
states had ceased to be empires before World War I broke out. The 
Chinese and Persian Empires had disappeared, and the four Euro-
pean empires—the Hapsburg, Hohenzollern, Romanoff, and Otto-
man Empires—were considerably weakened.22 All the new leading 
European powers were imperialist nation-states and remained so 
after the war.

In the late nineteenth century and the first decade of the twen-
tieth century, the UK was the world’s dominant power and offered 
a tyrannical international leadership. The country’s consistent 
adoption of realpolitik principles while carrying out global colo-
nial expansion enabled the universal spread of realpolitik norms.23 
The UK’s realpolitik principles are illustrated by the lack of cred-
ibility of its foreign policy, and its violation of international trea-
ties. In 1896, the UK publicly acknowledged its “glorious isolation” 
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policy, signifying that its foreign policy would never be bound by 
international treaties under any circumstances.24 This policy consti-
tuted Britain’s diplomatic custom of not being bound by any treaties. 
In 1898, the UK and Germany signed an agreement on dividing Por-
tugal’s colonies between them. One year later, the UK signed an 
agreement with Portugal stating that it would not invade any Por-
tuguese colonies, thus violating its commitments to Germany.25 In 
1904, the UK made military commitments to France, and in 1907 
similar commitments to Russia, both targeted at Germany. Just two 
years later, in 1909, however, Britain engaged in negotiations with 
Germany over a naval agreement. The behavior of the UK with re-
gard to violations of international agreements, therefore, is similar 
to that of King Xuan of the Zhou Dynasty, and his violation of the 
five service norms.

The UK’s policy of keeping none of its promises encouraged other 
states also to ignore international treaties. In the first two decades of 
the twentieth century, therefore, violations of international treaties 
were a prevailing phenomenon. International treaties were used as 
an excuse, rather than as a basis, for a particular policy, and diplo-
matic fraud and betrayal were rife. For example, Italy was a core 
member of the alliance that included Italy, Germany, and Austria. 
However, soon after World War I broke out on July 28, 1914, Italy 
backed out of the alliance and on August 3 announced its neutral-
ity.26 On July 9, the UK notified the German ambassador to Britain 
that it was an ally neither of France nor of Russia, and that it was not 
bound by any commitments to these two countries. Moreover, two 
days before World War I, the UK stated that it would remain neutral 
and not participate in any war. As the betrayal of alliances was a 
widely accepted international norm at that time, Germany believed 
that the UK had reneged on its commitments to France and Russia. 
When the UK announced on July 29 that it would join the war, there-
fore, German emperor Wilhelm II cursed the UK for its trickery.27

Major states imitated the UK’s realpolitik principles with regard 
to expanding colonies. Annexation of other states’ territory or colo-
nies became the international norm during that period, comparable 
to the norm of annexation in the Chinese interstate system during 
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the Warring States period. There were many colonial wars and much 
territorial expansion and invasion of others’ territorial sovereignty 
under the UK-dominated system, such as the Spanish-American 
War (1898), the Boer War (1899–1902), the eight-power Allied 
forces’ invasion of China (1900), the Russo-Japanese War (1904–5), 
the second Moroccan crisis (1907), the Italo-Turkish War (1911–12), 
the Agadir crisis (1911), the Russian invasion of Mongolia (1911), the 
First Balkan War (1912–13), the Second Balkan War (1913), and 
World War I (1914–18).28

After World War I, the United States soon replaced the UK as the 
world’s most powerful state. Although the United States had begun 
its transition from a tyrant state to a hegemonic state, the country’s 
political value was not yet available to provide international leader-
ship any different from that of the UK.29 This is illustrated by an 
ironic historical event. American president Woodrow Wilson initi-
ated the Fourteen-Point Plan for a collective security system, later 
known as the Charter of the League of Nations. Its articles included 
preserving the territorial integrity, political independence, and na-
tional self-determination of member states.30The US Congress, 
however, ultimately opted to veto the Treaty of Versailles, so reject-
ing the idea of joining the League of Nations as proposed by Presi-
dent Wilson. America’s own decision thus deprived its leadership 
of the chance to establish new international norms. Instead, tyrant 
states like the UK, Japan, France, and Italy retained the leading role 
in shaping international norms after World War I.31 In other words, 
tyrant leadership continued after World War I, and realpolitik norms 
maintained their predominant role in international politics.

Violations of international treaties continued to be the prevailing 
international norm after World War I, and the use of war as a means 
of territorial expansion also remained prevalent. This was an era of 
global warring states. None of the major powers observed interna-
tional treaties, despite signing a number of treaties limiting states’ 
use of force, including the Covenant of the League of Nations in 
1919, the Convention of Washington Naval Arms Limitation in 1922, 
the Treaty for the Renunciation of War in 1928, and the Moscow 
Protocol in 1929. Moreover, later on, fifteen members of the League 
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of Nations, including Germany, Japan, and Italy, withdrew from this 
international organization.32 These events demonstrate the popular-
ity and legitimacy during that period of ignoring international trea-
ties. After the Great Depression began in 1929, major powers dra-
matically increased military expansion in order to expand their 
territories. Japan invaded northeast China in 1931; Italy invaded 
Abyssinia (Ethiopia) in 1935; Japan launched a full-scale invasion of 
China in 1937; Germany invaded Czechoslovakia the same year, and 
its invasion of Poland in 1939 marked the start of World War II.33

From the late nineteenth century to the end of World War II, the 
order of the international system experienced two relatively peace-
ful periods that preceded the two global wars. Meanwhile, the actors 
and norms in this system remained the same type. The configuration 
was multipolar before and after World War I, and it was bipolar dur-
ing the war. Nevertheless, the changes in power configuration could 
not lead to system transformation during this period. The IR history 
of this period illustrates the difference between international order 
and international system, as well as the difference between configu-
ration change and system transformation.

The Sole System Transformation after World War II

Different from World War I, World War II brought about a transfor-
mation of the international system. Although it did not change the 
type of international actors, the war did change the international 
configuration from multipolar to bipolar type, and international 
norms from the realpolitik to double-standard type. The changes in 
the type of these components triggered the transformation from the 
Versailles-Washington system to the Yalta system, the latter of which 
survived the Cold War and has maintained its character to the pres-
ent day.

The history of international relations since the end of World War 
II is academically divided into the Cold War and the post–Cold War 
eras, the international configurations of which differ in being re-
spectively bipolar and unipolar. Nevertheless, the international 
system has remained unchanged since 1945, because the types of 
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actors and norms in these two eras are the same. During the Cold 
War, all major powers were nation-states, and among them were 
the two superpowers the United States and the Soviet Union. As 
the two superpowers were hegemons, both offered the hegemonic 
type of leadership, and the international norms they established 
were correspondingly double standard. After the Cold War, all major 
powers remained as nation-states, and the United States became the 
sole superpower. Although the United States garnered the most in-
ternational power, its political character remained unchanged. The 
type of international leadership thus remained the same, and inter-
national norms continued to be guided by the double-standard 
principle.

The double-standard norm during the Cold War was similar to 
that amid the hegemonic competition between the States of Jin and 
Chu during the Spring and Autumn period, which, in common with 
the United States and the Soviet Union, were hegemonic rather than 
tyrant states. Jin and Chu organized their own alliances, supported 
their wartime allies, and sabotaged the regimes of enemy states. The 
United States and the Soviet Union established multilateral as well 
as bilateral alliances and provided security and economic aid to al-
lies but meanwhile engaged in proxy wars and initiated coups in 
enemy states. The behavior of the United States and the Soviet 
Union, however, was better by far than that of Jin and Chu as regards 
observing the principle of nonannexation.

As to maintaining peaceful relations with allies, the United States 
might be compared with Jin and the Soviet with Chu. The similarity 
between the United States and Jin lies in the greater credibility of 
their policies toward allies as compared with that between the So-
viet Union and their allies and Chu and theirs. The State of Chu initi-
ated more military interventions against allies than Jin. The United 
States initiated the Marshall Plan in 1948 to help its European allies 
and also established NATO in 1949 to protect its allies’ security. It 
has not since launched any military interventions against its allies. 
As a result, the Western camp maintained relative solidarity through-
out the Cold War.34 As to strategic credibility toward allies, the So-
viet Union fell far short of the United States. In 1948, it broke the 
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alliance with Yugoslavia and withdrew its forces from that country. 
In 1958, it unilaterally suspended aid treaties with China. And in 
1956 and 1968, it militarily intervened respectively in Hungary  
and Czechoslovakia, both members of the Warsaw Pact.35 Those 
actions fail to meet Xunzi’s criterion for a qualified hegemon, 
whereby “once making an agreement with others, regardless of 
gains and losses, it shall not cheat partners.”36 The Soviet Union’s 
failure to keep promises made to its allies is also an important rea-
son for the collapse of the Warsaw Pact in 1991.37 As leader of the 
socialist camp, the Soviet Union committed violations of agree-
ments with allies that not only weakened solidarity in the socialist 
camp, but also set an example for other socialist countries to imi-
tate, namely, to settle disputes through war, such as the wars in the 
1970s between China and Vietnam, as well as between Vietnam 
and Cambodia.

During the Cold War, both the United States and the Soviet 
Union adopted realpolitik norms in their dealings with nonallies. To 
enlarge their spheres of political influence, they not only supported 
proxy wars militarily in Asia, Africa, and Latin America but also 
sometimes participated in wars, such as the Korean War (1950–53), 
the Bay of Pigs (1959), the Vietnam War (1961–73), the Afghanistan 
War (1979–88), and the Persian Gulf War (1990–91). The United 
States’ and the Soviet Union’s policies toward nonallies strength-
ened the realpolitik norms between enemy states. The practice of 
realpolitik norms between enemies is also illustrated in wars be-
tween regional powers, such as the three wars between India and 
Pakistan (1948, 1965, 1971), the five wars in the Middle East between 
Israel and its Arab neighbors (1948, 1956, 1967, 1973, 1982), the Sino-
Indian War (1962), the Vietnam-Cambodia War (1978–79), the 
China-Vietnam War (1979), the two wars between Iran and Iraq 
(1980–88), and the several military invasions South Africa mounted 
on its neighbors.

Its status of sole superpower gave the United States more power 
to strengthen the double-standard norm after the Cold War. For 
example, on the issue of separatism, the United States and Western 
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states have reached a tacit understanding to support separatist move-
ments only in non-Western states. This situation has remained un-
changed through to the present day. The latest example in this re-
gard is that of the leaders of the United States, EU, and many Western 
countries’ rejection of Catalonia’s announcement of its indepen-
dence from Spain based on the results of a referendum and the votes 
of Catalan MPs in the 135-seat regional government.38 Meanwhile, 
scarcely any leaders of Western countries publicly oppose indepen-
dent movements in non-Western countries, and secessionist move-
ments in Hong Kong and Taiwan can evoke at least political sympa-
thy, and even support, from the UK Parliament and US Congress. 
Moreover, on the issue of missile nonproliferation and missile tech-
nology control, the United States and Western states have prevented 
proliferation among non-Western states, but not among Western 
states themselves. Despite the fact that Saudi Arabia and Myanmar 
have equally poor human rights records, Western states imposed 
sanctions on Myanmar in this respect but not on Saudi Arabia, an 
American ally.

After the Cold War, certain IR scholars developed the theory of 
“Democratic Peace” to explain why Western states go to war with 
non-Western states but not among themselves. No matter whether 
this theoretical argument is solid or not, it is a phenomenon mani-
festing the double-standard norm in the post–Cold War era. Be-
tween 1990 and 2002, fifty-eight major armed conflicts occurred in 
forty-six different places around the world—none of them between 
Western states.39 Since 1990, there have been eleven major interna-
tional wars: the Persian Gulf War (1991), the Somalia War (1992), 
the Eritrea-Ethiopian War (1998), the war in Kosovo (1999), the war 
in Afghanistan (2001), the war in Iraq (2003), the Israeli invasion of 
Lebanon (2006), the war in Georgia (2008), the war in Libya (2011), 
the war in Syria (2011), and the Saudi Arabia–Yemen War (2015). 
Most of these wars entailed attacks by Western states on non-
Western states. Among the eleven wars, only three were between 
non-Western states; the remaining eight were all involved with 
Western states, seven of which included NATO members.
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SUMMARY

In comparing the transformations of the ancient Chinese system 
and those of the modern global system discussed in this chapter, 
we can pinpoint certain similarities. For instance, both the ancient 
Chinese cases and modern cases show that the international order 
is not necessarily consistent with the type of international system. 
Any given international system could experience times of peace 
and times of war. This fact makes plain that international order and 
international system are two different entities. Double-standard 
norms were favored by the interstate leaderships of both the Chi-
nese tributary system and the American-dominated modern global 
system. This is similar to what Yuen Foong Khong discovered in his 
research on American leadership during the post–Cold War era. 
He says that “the United States as the hub or epicenter of the tribu-
tary system [is] analogous to that of China’s during the Ming and 
Qing Dynasties.”40

History shows that the directions of international system trans-
formations are determined by the type of international leadership. 
As international leadership changes in random directions rather 
than along a progressive route, changes in system characteristics in 
a historical process as long as a millennium are also uncertain. From 
the Western Zhou period to the Warring States period, the Chinese 
interstate system transformed from a relatively moral one to a real-
politik one, while during the period from the late nineteenth cen-
tury to the present day, the global international system transformed 
from a realpolitik one to a hegemonic one. These system transforma-
tions in opposite directions demonstrate that international systems 
do not evolve in just one way or in any predetermined direction.

It is the type of international leadership, rather than international 
configuration, that decides the international order. Since the end of 
World War II, the world order has swung between more and fewer 
military confrontations, while the characteristics of the Yalta system 
have remained unchanged. This system is characterized by double-
standard norms rather than by a bipolar or unipolar configuration. 
The present bipolarization headed by China and the United States 
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may result in a new international leadership that will lead to a dif-
ferent order from that of the post-Cold War. Whether or not the new 
leadership will maintain the double-standard norms or shape a set 
of new type norms, however, is less certain. We cannot rule out the 
possibility that the international system will remain the same al-
though it has a different order from that following the Cold War.
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Conclusion

周虽旧邦, 其命维新。
(Although Zhou was an ancient dynasty, its fate  
rested on reforms.)
THE BOOK OF SONGS

Through reading pre-Qin philosophical writings, I realize not only 
that political leadership plays a greater role in international politics 
than any other factors but also that national leadership of great pow-
ers, as an independent variable, can string together the three levels 
of analysis, namely the analytical levels of decision makers, states, 
and international systems. This chapter will first summarize the 
theory developed in this book and then apply it to a prediction of 
the joint influence of China’s rise and America’s relative decline in 
international politics in the coming decade.

THEORY SUMMARIZATION

As noted at the outset, the purpose of this book is to establish a new 
theory that explains why few rising states have been able to replace 
the dominant state. The theory can indeed also be applied to ex-

CONCLUSION
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plaining the decline of the dominant power as well as to the failure 
of most rising states. This book’s theoretical explanations about 
power redistribution are related to the mechanisms of change in 
international configurations, norms, orders, and systems. Political 
leadership serves as the core independent variable in the theory, and 
its values consist in different types of leadership at either the domes-
tic or international level. Leadership types play a key role in chang-
ing international configurations, norms, orders, and systems.

Leadership and Differential Growth

Based on the realist assumption that the pursuit of national interest 
constitutes the primary motivation for state actions, I argue that a 
state’s objective strategic interests are defined by its comprehensive 
capability. As the capability of each state is different, its strategic 
interests may be discretely defined, such that maintaining world 
domination is the main strategic interest of dominant states; attain-
ing world domination is the main strategic interest of rising states; 
gaining regional domination is the main strategic interest of re-
gional powers; and protecting survival is the main strategic interest 
of weak states.

A state’s capability consists of four elements, namely, its politics, 
military, economy, and culture. Political capability is the operational 
element, and the other three (military, economy, and culture) are 
resource elements. In other words, political capability applies a mul-
tiplicative effect on the other three elements. Should political capa-
bility decrease to zero, then the effect of the other three is reduced 
to nil. Thus, the improvement or decline of a state’s capability is 
determined by the political capability of that country. A state’s na-
tional strategic interests are hence redefined according to any im-
provement or decline in its national comprehensive capability. Any 
concrete interest of each sector or issue is defined accordingly by 
the capability of related sectors or issues.

National leadership determines the political capability of a state, 
while leadership capability is mainly represented by its capacity for 
reform. Reform is opposite to retrogression and refers to changes in 
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a progressive direction according to changed circumstances; there-
fore the capacity of reforms is evaluated based on the results of 
implementation. The capability of a state whose national leadership 
has continuously carried out prompt reforms will improve more 
rapidly than that of a state that has implemented few or no reforms. 
The same applies to different leaderships of the same country, inso-
far as its national capability will grow faster under a leadership that 
carries out more reforms than the previous one did, and vice versa. 
In most cases, the dominant state has weaker motivation than rising 
states to pursue reforms, because its advanced position engenders 
pride in its political and social institutions rather than an eager de-
sire to reform them. Carrying out fewer reforms than rising states, 
however, diminishes the dominant state’s competitiveness within a 
changing environment and eventually leads to its decline.

The leadership capability of different states can never be the 
same, which explains the law of differential growth in states’ national 
capability. Among all the factors that exert influence on leadership 
capability, that of the leadership type is often the most direct and 
important. Upon a change of leadership type, the new leadership 
has an obvious impact on the growth of national capability. Such a 
leadership change either accelerates or slows the growth of a state’s 
capability and also brings about changes in relative capability be-
tween it and other states. When the disparity change in capability 
between major states reaches a certain level, the international con-
figuration will shift among unipolar, bipolar, and multipolar shapes. 
Even establishing moral norms is driven by enlightened self-interests 
rather than altruism. This mechanism leads to corollary 1: improve-
ments or declines of states’ leadership lead to changes in relative 
capability between states and eventually in the international 
configuration.

Leadership Type and Strategy Preference

Based on the realist assumption that international society is an an-
archical system wherein self-help is the basis on which all states pur-
sue their particular strategic interests, I argue that governmental 
morality differs from personal and international morality; mean-
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while it is universal rather than national. As national leadership rests 
on the people it rules, governmental morality consists in being re-
sponsible for the interests of such people. From the perspective of 
international politics, governmental morality refers to improving a 
country’s international status, while from the perspective of inter-
national community it entails establishing strategic credibility.

According to the sense of governmental responsibility, leader-
ship at the state level can be categorized into four types: inactive, 
conservative, proactive, and aggressive. This categorization is based 
on two interacting variables: (1) a leading body’s attitude toward the 
international status quo of its state and (2) its responsible actions 
with regard to policy mistakes. Inactive and conservative leader-
ships have no motivation to improve the international status of their 
states, while proactive and aggressive leaderships have a strong de-
sire to expand their international power. Conservative and proactive 
leaderships are willing to adjust their policies upon recognizing their 
mistakes, while inactive and aggressive leaderships are not willing 
to acknowledge such mistakes, even when the policies concerned 
dramatically undermine their states’ national interests or national 
capability.

As the type of leadership at state level is determined by its sense 
of governmental morality, different types of leadership will result in 
differential growths of national capability. At times when the gov-
ernment of a rising state has a greater sense of responsibility than 
the dominant state does, such disparity is manifest in the former’s 
implementation of more reforms than the latter, which will gradu-
ally reduce the capability disparity between them. If this situation 
lasts for a number of decades, the rising state’s comprehensive ca-
pability will catch up with or even surpass that of the dominant state. 
The rising state will thus become the new dominant state.

Owing to different senses of governmental responsibility, when 
dealing with the issue of international status, different types of lead-
ership display different strategic preferences. An inactive leadership 
avoids conflicts or takes no actions to maintain the international 
power of its state; a conservative leadership prefers to maintain its 
current status by improving the foreign economic relations; a proac-
tive leadership strives to improve its state’s international status by 
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carrying out political reforms and enlarging international support; 
and an aggressive leadership adopts military approaches to enlarg-
ing its international power. The corresponding relationship between 
leadership types and strategic preferences leads to corollary 2: all 
states engage in self-help for their own strategic interests in the 
anarchical international system but adopt different foreign strate-
gies to pursue them.

International Leadership and Norms

Owing to the law of differential growth between different states’ 
capability, the success of rising states will lead to changes in inter-
national leading states. Such changes are inevitably accompanied by 
power redistributions between the dominant state and rising states. 
Members of the new international leadership will reform the exist-
ing international norms in such a way as to ensure optimum durabil-
ity of their states’ leading positions. This mechanism leads to corol-
lary 3: pursuit of self-interest is the primary motivation of state 
actions as well as the selective force behind the creation of interna-
tional norms. If the new international leadership is of the same type 
as the previous one, members of the new leadership will reform the 
contents of international norms in strict accordance with the shared 
values between them and their previous leading states. Otherwise, 
they will reform those norms according to their own values, or in 
other words, establish a new type of norms.

In general, there are three main approaches for leading states  
to establish new international norms: example-imitation, support-
reinforcement, and punishment-maintenance. The support-
reinforcement approach refers to rewarding those states that follow 
the action principle advocated by leading states, and the punishment-
maintenance approach to punishing those that violate this principle. 
Both approaches function when the policies of leading states cause 
other states either to gain or lose benefits. Different than both of 
these, the example-imitation approach is a mechanism whereby 
other states voluntarily follow the action principle of leading states 
because they believe that observation of that principle will help 
them to become as prosperous as the leading state. These three ap-
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proaches can be applied to the reform of both contents and types of 
international norms.

According to the two variables of strategic credibility and policy 
consistency, international leadership can be categorized into four 
types: humane authority, hegemony, anemocracy, and tyranny. The 
leadership of a humane authority or of a hegemony has much higher 
credibility than that of an anemocracy or a tyranny, while the leader-
ship of a humane authority or a tyranny adopts more consistent 
policies than does that of a hegemony or an anemocracy. In corre-
sponding to types of international leadership, moral norms are those 
advocated by a humane authority, double-standard norms by a he-
gemony, coward-bully norms by an anemocracy, and realpolitik 
norms by a tyranny. When the new international leadership is of a 
different type than the previous one, it will establish a new type of 
norms for purposes of maintaining its dominance of the interna-
tional system. Since there is no guarantee of a change in the type of 
international leadership toward a better one, the change in the type 
of international norms is in random directions, rather than in a lin-
ear trajectory from realpolitik to morality.

Since the leadership of humane authority guides its foreign poli-
cies according to moral principles, its moral actions help it to estab-
lish a degree of strategic credibility higher than that of the other 
three types. Along with improved strategic credibility, humane au-
thority constructs high authority and obtains greater international 
power. Both power and authority are components of influence but 
function differently as leadership resources. The former influences 
other states’ behaviors by force, but the latter induces others to fol-
low its ideas voluntarily by virtue of their trust in the leadership. 
Therefore, moral norms are more helpful than other norms in main-
taining a leading state’s international leadership for a longer period. 
Double-standard norms are less effective than moral norms in main-
taining a state’s international leadership, but more efficient than 
coward-bully and realpolitik norms. Nevertheless, the morality of 
leading powers plays a role in maintaining international order on 
the precondition of their strong national capability. That is to say, 
the moral conduct of a weak state has a very limited impact on types 
of international norms.
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Component Changes and System Transformation

No dominant state, in the past, present, or future, is capable of 
avoiding decline or replacement by rising powers. The change in 
international leadership means power redistribution among major 
states, but mainly between rising states and the dominant state. The 
competition between them leads to corollary 4: the zero-sum nature 
of power brings about a structural contradiction between a rising 
state and a dominant state, as well as disturbances to the existing 
international order. Changes in either structural order or normative 
order lead to conflicts between rising states and dominant states, so 
causing system instability. Structural order is usually disturbed by 
power redistribution between major states, and normative order by 
character changes in international norms. The rivalry between rising 
states and the dominant state will not be limited to within the do-
mains of material interests but occur also in nonmaterial sectors. 
When the rising state and the dominant state believe in different 
ideologies, the rivalry between them will include competition to 
make their own particular ideologies the mainstream global value. 
Ideological confrontation is often more fierce than rivalry purely for 
material interests.

Power redistribution often causes disturbances to international 
order but does not necessarily bring about system transformation, 
because international order and international system are two differ-
ent substances. Although the international norm is the shared com-
ponent of the international order and the international system, 
norms define only the specific character of the order or the system 
and do not make them the same thing. The international order refers 
to the state of an international system, mainly the situation wherein 
international actors settle their conflicts peacefully, while the inter-
national system refers to a complex society formed by actors inter-
acting according to norms. The order of a system can be both dis-
turbed or resumed without any changes in the type of the three 
system components—its actors, configuration, and norms. There-
fore, the international order is most often disturbed by wars within 
a given international system, but such international order can also 
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be resumed without system change. The success of a rising state 
often results in power redistribution as well as a change in order but 
leads to a system change only in a very few cases.

International power redistribution that causes changes in only 
one of the three components precludes transformation of the entire 
system. System transformation refers to the change in the type of  
a complex whole, namely system change, rather than a change in 
just one aspect of the system. Therefore, system transformation re-
quires changes in at least two of the three components. In history, 
states—the major interstate actors—such as city-states, dynasties, 
monarchies, empires, and nations, have remained the same type for 
centuries. Because it takes longer for actor types than types of con-
figurations or norms to change, system transformations mostly hap-
pen along with simultaneous changes in the type of norms and con-
figurations, rather than a change in actors accompanied by a change 
in one of the other two components.

International power redistribution differs from the shift of the 
international geopolitical center. The former refers to the transfer 
of the leading power from one state or group of states to another, 
while the latter refers to the geographic change in leading competi-
tors and strategic competition in a given international system. When 
rising states and dominant states are geographically located on dif-
ferent continents, the transfer of leading power from the latter to 
the former will bring about the shift of world geopolitical center, 
but not otherwise. When the two continents have quite different 
civilizations, the transfer of leadership is often companied by clashes 
of civilization which often coat the essence of the power rivalry be-
tween rising states and dominant states.

A NEW BIPOLAR WORLD

All scientific theories have the function of prediction. Conversely, 
a theory able to be used for prediction should be a scientific theory. 
Based on the theory developed in this book, this section will fore-
cast changes in international politics in the coming decade, when 
China’s rise will bring about power redistribution in international 
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politics. All scientific predictions entail a clear timescale; otherwise 
they cannot be verifiable. For the sake of making the following 
forecasts testable in the future, the prediction timescale is limited 
to ten years, namely 2019–2028.

Bipolarization without a Global Leadership

China’s rise is highly likely to transfer the American-dominated uni-
polar configuration of the post–Cold War era into a bipolar one 
between China and the United States in the coming decade. In com-
parison with Trump’s administration, the Chinese government has 
a stronger capability in implementing reform plans or making less 
retrogression. This raises the possibility that China will further re-
duce its disparity in capability with the United States during Trump’s 
presidency. This possibility may continue even if the American gov-
ernment comes into a new leadership in 2021, because it usually 
takes longer to resume a country’s national capability than to under-
mine it. Besides China’s rise, the other important factor in shaping 
the bipolar configuration is the huge gap in national capability be-
tween other major states and the United States as well as with China. 
At the present, none of the other major states has a comprehensive 
capability larger than a quarter of the United States’ or half of Chi-
na’s. Even if these countries were to be lucky enough to gain national 
leaderships more capable in reform than those of China and the 
United States in the coming decade, they have no chance of improv-
ing their national capability to China’s level within ten years, let 
alone to America’s. In fact, historical probabilities imply that the 
reform capability of these countries’ leaderships is most likely to be 
the same as that of the United States and China, or even poorer.

The present bipolarization will drive the world center from Eu-
rope to East Asia. In a bipolar world, the location of its center entails 
two conditions: that the geographical region is a core area for stra-
tegic competition between the two leading states; and that one of 
the states is located in that region. In the next ten years, the United 
States and China will be the only two superpowers. Meanwhile both 
China and the United States have more strategic interests in East 
Asia than in any other region, including Europe. China cannot 
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achieve the goal of national rejuvenation unless it becomes the dom-
inant power in East Asia. Likewise, the United States cannot main-
tain its world-leading status if it loses its dominant influence in this 
region. Over the coming decade, China-US geopolitical competition 
will focus on East Asia rather than any other region. Therefore, East 
Asia will replace Europe as the world center in ten years.

The new bipolar configuration will drive lesser states to choose 
sides between the United States and China according to given issues, 
in contrast to what motivated their choices between the United 
States and the Soviet Union during the Cold War. In the era of glo-
balization, China has established interweaving relations with the 
rest of world that have disenabled the containment strategy. Faced 
with the impotence of the containment strategy, the United States 
no longer has the motivation to aid its allies comprehensively. Mean-
while, China is also reluctant to provide comprehensive aid to its 
supporters, for concern of avoiding being dragged into war. Re-
sponding to these two giants’ policy toward their supporters, lesser 
states’ strategies toward the US-China competition will be different 
from those deployed during the Cold War US-Soviet competition. 
Instead of siding with one superpower on every issue, they will 
choose sides according to given interests shared with one of the two 
superpowers. Some ASEAN states have already adopted a two-track 
strategy toward China and the United States, whereby they side with 
China on economic issues and with the United States on security 
issues. This kind of balancing strategy may become popular among 
lesser states in the coming bipolar world.

Neither the United States nor China is able to provide a global 
leadership in the next decade. Global leadership requires leading 
states to provide security protection for lesser states, either indi-
vidually or collectively. It is even less possible that China will aban-
don the nonalignment principle in the next ten years, which means 
it will not provide security protection for any country, including its 
neighbors. Although the United States has more than fifty allies, the 
Trump administration is reluctant to undertake full responsibility 
to protect them. Meanwhile, the structural conflict between rising 
states and dominant states means that the United States and China 
cannot provide the world with a joint leadership, such as “G-2” or 
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“Chimerica.” When the United States and China cannot provide a 
global leadership, either individually or collectively, we cannot ex-
pect that any other international actor, including states and interna-
tional organizations, has the capability to do so. Without a global 
leadership, global governance will inevitably become stagnant. In 
the next decade, therefore, there is a possibility of less progress in 
cooperation on such issues as climate change, counterterrorism, il-
legal immigration, and human trafficking.

An Unstable Order but No Cold War

There is minimal danger of a direct war between China and the 
United States in the coming decade. Nuclear weapons effectively 
prevented direct war between the United States and the Soviet 
Union during the Cold War and will play the same role in China-US 
strategic rivalry. China has not been involved in any large-scale mili-
tary conflicts since 1989, and the United States has not broken its 
record of no direct war against a nuclear power since the Cold War. 
The US government has even constrained from military solutions 
with regard to North Korean nuclear weapons since the issue first 
appeared. These facts imply that neither the United States nor China 
has the courage to engage in a direct war against the other side.

Even a proxy war between China and the United States is un-
likely in the next ten years. Differing from Russia’s strategic prefer-
ence, China disvalues the role of proxy war in its rise. Rather, China 
regards economy as the basis of national capability and thus prefers 
to enlarge its international influence through economic ap-
proaches, such as by establishing the AIIB and advocating the Belt 
and Road Initiative. As the focus of its strategic preference is on 
economic influence, therefore, China can hardly be dragged into 
any proxy war with the United States in the coming decade—some-
thing that stands in stark contrast to US-Soviet rivalry during the 
Cold War.

Keeping the peace between China and the United States may 
mean no danger of either world war or proxy war between them, 
but it does not guarantee peace between other states in the coming 
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decade. When leading states are reluctant to become involved in 
security disputes between other states, especially those in regions 
distant from where they reside, this will give regional powers an 
advantage in conflicts with other states within their sphere of influ-
ence. They will hence prefer military solutions to diplomatic nego-
tiations when dealing with disputes with their surrounding coun-
tries, as seen in the behaviors of Russia, France, India, Turkey, Iran, 
Saudi Arabia, Israel, Nigeria, Congo, and Egypt. The governments 
of these states are far more willing than the Chinese government, if 
not more so than the American leadership, to solve disputes through 
military solutions. Therefore, the next decade will likely witness in-
tensified security conflicts in the Middle East, Eurasia, South Asia, 
and Africa.

The bipolarization between the United States and China may 
exacerbate international polarization in the coming decade, which 
could lead to more unilateralist actions. Under the conditions of 
globalization, big companies are able to allocate global resources 
more efficiently than ordinary companies; thus, those countries 
with more big companies will have a better chance than other 
states to rapidly increase their share of global wealth. Both the 
United States and China have more big companies than any other 
country in the world, and 132 American enterprises and 115 Chi-
nese appear on the list of the Fortune 500 in 2017.1 This year, no 
country’s comprehensive national capability can equate to even 
half of China’s, or a quarter of the United States’. Polarization of 
national capability between superpowers and other states will re-
duce the significance of other states’ support for leading powers. 
Therefore, the United States and China will become more willing 
to resolve conflicts through their own capabilities, rather than the 
collective efforts of their strategic partners. That is to say, interna-
tional polarization of capability will encourage political unilateral-
ism rather than multilateralism.

Since the United States and China can generally protect their 
own interests with their own capabilities, they will prefer bilateral 
diplomacy to multilateral diplomacy in the next decade, which may 
act as an example for the majority of the international community 
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to follow. In the security domain, making multilateral alliances is the 
traditional strategy adopted by leading powers amid strategic com-
petition. Neither the Chinese government nor Trump’s administra-
tion, however, espouses this strategy. Trump’s administration is 
keener on the unilateralist strategy than was George W. Bush’s, which 
weakened America’s relations with its traditional allies in the first 
year of Trump’s presidency; and the Chinese government rejects 
wholesale the idea of making alliances. In the economic field, Trump’s 
administration withdrew from the TPP plan and replaced NAFTA 
with the US-Mexico-Canada Agreement through bilateral negotia-
tions with Mexico and Canada respectively. China, meanwhile, failed 
to achieve an FTA with East Asian countries, mainly because of its 
strategic conflicts with Japan. As long as the United States and China 
handle conflicts mainly through bilateral diplomacy rather than mul-
tilateral approaches, global multilateral institutions will play a lesser 
role in international affairs. The UN Security Council may conse-
quently experience greater difficulty in achieving agreements be-
tween its permanent members in the coming decade.

As long as China continues to reduce economic disparity with 
the United States in the coming decade, US-China economic rivalry 
will be intensified. The Trump administration gives top priority to 
American economic interests, a strategic preference that might be 
sustained by his successor because most Americans believe that 
China’s challenge to America’s international leadership is based on 
economic rather than on military capability. The US-China trade 
conflicts that started in 2018 cannot be permanently resolved in the 
near future and could carry on for a decade. The strategies adopted 
by China and the United States in their trade conflicts not only con-
note the new trend of economic nationalism but also imply that 
economic sanctions could become a popular means for confronting 
other states in all fields. Their advantages will hence seduce the 
United States and China into imposing sanctions on other states, a 
ploy that other major states could well follow to handle conflicts 
with states weaker than themselves. Therefore, the next decade may 
witness a less stable international order.
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The international system as a whole is nevertheless likely to re-
main the same for the next decade, albeit with a less stable order. 
Although the present bipolarization may disturb the international 
order and is highly likely to shape a bipolar world within the next 
ten years, it will be difficult for either the United States or China to 
set up a new type of international norms within this period, let alone 
change nation-states into a new type of international actor. There-
fore, it is possible that the Yalta system will continue through the 
coming decade without any change of character, just as it did 
through the Cold War to the post–Cold War period.

Lack of Mainstream Values and  

Strategic Credibility

There is no ideology able to replace liberalism through establishing 
a set of new mainstream values to guide the international commu-
nity over the coming decade. The competition between liberalism 
and anti-establishmentarianism disenables the United States from 
resuming its domination of liberalism and from providing a set of 
new values with global influence. The Chinese government also can-
not advance a set of globally influential values abroad until it estab-
lishes a popular ideology shared by both the government and the 
governed at home. Meanwhile, the current bipolarization means 
that no country or international institution has a capability to set up 
new global values larger than that of the United States or China. 
Therefore, it is highly possible that the world will move into an era 
without mainstream values in the next ten years.

The lack of global mainstream values leaves a vacuum for differ-
ent ideologies to compete for regional domination or influence on 
states of a given type. As the United States and China are cognizant 
that ideological confrontation can easily escalate into cold war, there 
is scant possibility of any competition between two global influen-
tial ideologies such as that during the Cold War. As long as China 
cautiously avoids ideological competition with the United States, 
America will not able to turn model disputes into the core of their 
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strategic competition. Instead, the world may see a kaleidoscopic 
competition between various ideologies in different international 
forums. The Middle East may be ravaged by the rivalry between 
Shias and Sunnis; Western countries, mainly European states, may 
bruise in the battle between liberalism and populism; Latin Ameri-
can countries may fall into intensified conflict over socialism and 
capitalism; many developing countries may suffer in the struggle 
between statism and civicism; communist countries may face con-
tention between communism and economic pragmatism; and theo-
cratic states may experience the tension between religion and secu-
larism in the fight for political power.

The recent popularity of one-man decision making in major 
states will devalue strategic credibility and increase the uncertainty 
of international politics in the coming decade. The one-man decision-
making mechanism operates without carrying out institutional fea-
sibility studies before decisions are made and hence often leads to 
radical and emotional decisions, including those relating to policy 
adjustments. When frequent policy adjustments swing in two op-
posite directions, inconsistency of foreign policy and uncertainty 
become inevitable. Since the one-man decision-making mechanism 
in major states is likely to continue in the coming decade, the su-
preme leaders’ personal interests may often overwhelm national 
interests, including strategic credibility, amid foreign policy making. 
As leaders’ personal interests are mutable, policy driven by personal 
interests becomes unpredictable. Owing to the prevalent uncer-
tainty of major powers’ foreign policy, suspicion and mutual distrust 
may become a popular phenomenon between states. Along with this 
situation, major countries may be less cooperative toward each 
other, instead bent on using a confrontation strategy to deal with 
disputes. This trend can be illustrated by two events in early 2018, 
namely, the trade confrontation between the United States and 
China, and the military confrontation in Syria between Russia and 
the alliance of the United States, the UK, and France.

When leading powers lack strategic credibility, most states may 
value their national sovereignty as much as they did during the Cold 
War, and their sense of global governance may weaken over the next 
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decade. Global governance means distribution of international re-
sponsibility to reduce common threats to every country. If leading 
states are willing to undertake more responsibility in global gover-
nance, lesser states will have more confidence in achieving the goal, 
and thus become amenable to participating in it. Otherwise, they 
will lose interest in it because global governance is beyond their 
capability. In the coming bipolar world, neither the United States 
nor China will be able to undertake global leadership and will be 
reluctant to shoulder the leading responsibility for global gover-
nance. Since neither can improve lesser states’ confidence in their 
responsibility to global governance, the majority of the international 
community will prefer to handle problems through their own capa-
bilities. In fact, national sovereignty, as of now, is the most reliable 
means for nation-states to achieve their interests; thus, they may 
value sovereignty to the extent of refusing to take part in global gov-
ernance that would be at the cost of their sovereignty. Brexit is a case 
that shows how much more the UK trusts in its sovereignty than in 
EU cooperation. America’s withdrawal from the Paris Climate 
Agreement, moreover, could result in nil international cooperation 
on climate control in the next decade.

Although the post–Cold War liberalist order will be further un-
dermined by lack of a global leadership over the coming decade, the 
type of double-standard norms is likely to remain unchanged, thus 
the hegemonic character of the Yalta system will survive accord-
ingly. Trump’s administration withdrew from several global regimes, 
which did undermine their efficiency in maintaining international 
order but cannot become a suit for other major powers to follow. A 
state withdraws from an international organization only when it be-
lieves that its membership hurts its interests, rather than when it 
believes that it is simply not beneficial. This means that China, Rus-
sia, Japan, Germany, France, and the UK will keep their member-
ship in the present global regimes in the coming decades because 
membership is not harmful. Thus America’s withdrawal from global 
regimes, even from the UN, World Bank, IMF, and WTO, cannot 
change the type of basic norms based on the UN Charter in the com-
ing decade.
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This book argues that political leadership plays an integral role in 
international politics but does not contend that global problems can 
be solved by a single powerful state. Mankind has not transcended 
the fundamental nature of international relations. World politics is 
still characterized by the struggle between states for power, pres-
tige, and wealth amid global anarchy. Although globalization has 
shrunk the globe and established possibilities for the central man-
agement of world affairs, mankind has not yet established an inter-
national institution capable of this task. When all states are in the 
same leaky boat without an automatic operating system, one of 
them should wield the biggest dipper for the security of the boat as 
a whole. If the leading power does not lead, the other states cannot 
follow, and the world boat will lose direction. My theory advocates 
the leadership of humane authority to improve the world, because 
that type of leadership has managed international affairs better than 
any other throughout history. Although even this type of leadership 
cannot guarantee a more desirable world, I nevertheless believe it 
would offer the best chance of a world more peaceful than it is today.
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Ancient Chinese Figures

Bao Si (褒姒, Late Western Zhou Dynasty) was the second wife 
of King You of the Zhou Dynasty. She was born in the State of 
Bao, and her family name is Si. King You very much adored 
Bao Si and made her the new queen after her son Bo Fu was 
born.

Confucius (孔子, 551–479 BCE) was a teacher, editor, politician, 
and philosopher in the Spring and Autumn period. He was 
born in the State of Lu. His family name is Kong, and his given 
name is Qiu. He was appointed as the minister of judiciary of 
the State of Lu. After being removed from office, Confucius 
and his students began to travel around the states, disseminat-
ing his philosophy. In the Han Dynasty, Confucius’s thoughts 
were further developed into a system known by the West as 
Confucianism.

Duke Boyu (鲁公伯御, d. 769 BCE) was the eleventh ruler of the 
State of Lu and reigned for eleven years. His family name is Ji, 
and his given name is Kuo. After he was killed by King Xuan 
of the Zhou Dynasty, his uncle ascended to the crown, as 
Duke Xiao of Lu.

Duke Huan of Qi (齐桓公, d. 643 BCE) was the ruler of the State 
of Qi, one of the five hegemonic authorities during the Spring 
and Autumn period. His family name is Qi, and his given name 
is Xiaobai. Under his reign, Qi grew into the strongest state in 
the Chinese interstate system during his time. Duke Huan 
called four states in an alliance meeting in 679 BCE and be-
came the leader of the first state alliance in Chinese history.

Running Heads

Yan / Leader-
ship and the 
Rise of Great 
Powers

Verso RECTO

Contents CONTENTS

Tables and Fig-
ures

TABLES AND FIGURES

Preface PREFACE

Chapter 1 MORALITY, POWER, AND AUTHORITY

Chapter 2 STRATEGIC PREFERENCES

Chapter 3 COROLLARIES OF CHANGE

Chapter 4 REDISTRIBUTION AND WORLD CENTER

Chapter 5 
Chapter 6 INTERNATIONAL MAINSTREAM VALUES

Chapter 7 TRANSFORMATION OF THE SYSTEM

Chapter 8 CASES OF SYSTEM TRANSFORMATION

Chapter 9 CONCLUSION

Appendix ANCIENT CHINESE FIGURES

Selected Bibli-
ography

SELECTED BIBLIOGRAPHY

Index INDEX

Yan.indb   207 12/19/2018   8:55:56 AM



208 APPENDIX

L

SS

L

Duke Xi of Qi (齐僖公, d. 698 BCE) was the thirteenth recorded 
ruler of the State of Qi. His family name is Qi, and his given 
name is Lufu. He was the father of Duke Huan of Qi, one of 
the five hegemonic authorities during the Spring and Autumn 
period. Duke Xi succeeded to the crown in 731 BCE, after his 
father, Duke Zhuang of Qi, died, and he reigned for thirty-
three years.

Emperor Qin Shi Huang (秦始皇, 259–210 BCE) was the 
founder of the Qin Dynasty and also the first emperor of a 
unified China. His family name is Ying, and his given name is 
Zheng. He was born as a prince of the State of Qin and became 
the king of Qin when he was thirteen. He unified China and 
brought an end to the Warring States period after he con-
quered all the other major states.

Emperor Taizong of Tang (唐太宗, 598–649 CE) was the sec-
ond emperor of the Tang Dynasty of China, ruling from 626 
to 649. His family name is Li, and his given name is Shimin. In 
630, he sent his general Li Jing against eastern Turks, defeated 
and captured its Jiali Khan Ashina Duobi, and repelled the 
Eastern Turks. This made Tang the dominant power in East 
and Central Asia, and he subsequently took the title of Tengri 
Qaghan. Emperor Taizong was typically considered to be one 
of the greatest rulers in China’s history, and henceforth, his 
“Reign of Zhenguan” became regarded as the exemplary 
model against which all future emperors were measured.

Guanzi (管子, ca. 723–645 BCE), also known as Guan Zhong, 
was the prime minister and reformer of the State of Qi during 
the Spring and Autumn period of Chinese history. He was 
born in the State of Chu. His family name is Guan, and his 
given name is Yiwu. Recommended by Bao Shuya, he was 
appointed prime minister by Duke Huan of Qi in 685 BCE. 
Because of Guan Zhong’s reforms and skillful diplomacy, Qi 
became the most powerful state during his administration.

King Cheng of Zhou (周成王, d. ca. 1021 BCE) was the second 
king of the Zhou Dynasty and reigned for twenty-one years. 
His family name is Ji, and his given name is Song. King Cheng 
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was young when he ascended to the throne. His uncle Duke 
Zhou became the regent and supervised government affairs 
for several years. With the assistance of Duke Zhou, King 
Cheng stabilized the Zhou Dynasty’s border by defeating sev-
eral barbarian tribes.

King Huiwen of Qin (秦惠文王, 356–311 BCE), also known as 
King Hui of Qin, was the ruler of the State of Qin from 338 to 
311 BCE during the Warring States period. His family name is 
Ying, and his given name is Si. During King Hui’s reign, Qin 
grew its military strength rapidly and constantly invaded 
neighboring states because of its expansionist policy. King Hui 
ruled Qin for twenty-seven years and died in 311 BCE at the 
age of forty-six. He was succeeded by his son, King Wu of Qin.

King Huiwen of Zhao (赵惠文王, ca. 309–266 BCE) was the 
fifth king of the State of Zhao. His family name is Zhao, and 
his given name is He. He is the second son of King Wu of Zhao. 
He is famed for his virtue of taking advice. For the interests of 
Zhao, King Huiwen took the advice of Lin Xiangru, his chief 
minister, and went to Mian Chi to meet with the king of the 
State of Qin, disregarding his own safety. During his reign, 
Zhao enjoyed prosperity in the economy and growth in the 
military.

King Jie of Xia (夏桀, d. ca. 1600 BCE), also known as Xia Jie, 
was the seventeenth and also the last ruler of the Xia Dynasty. 
His family name is Si, and his given name is Gui. He is histori-
cally regarded as a tyrant and oppressor. Around 1600 BCE, 
he was defeated by King Tang of Shang, bringing an end to the 
Xia Dynasty, which lasted about five hundred years, and be-
ginning the rise to the new Shang Dynasty.

King Kang of Zhou (周康王, d. ca. 1001 BCE) was the third sov-
ereign of the Chinese Zhou Dynasty, and he reigned for 
twenty-six years. His family name is Ji, and his given name is 
Zhao. King Kang followed the policy of his father, King 
Cheng, and expanded the Zhou territory northward and west-
ward. Under his reign, the Zhou Dynasty experienced long-
term prosperity.
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King Li of Zhou (周厉王, d. ca. 841 BCE) was the tenth king of 
the Chinese Zhou Dynasty, and his reign is estimated at thirty-
seven years. His family name is Ji, and his given name is Hu. 
King Li was a corrupt and decadent king. To pay for his life of 
luxury, King Li raised taxes and caused dissatisfaction among 
his ministers and his people. He therefore instituted a new law 
that allowed him to punish anyone, mostly by death, who 
dared to speak against him. King Li’s cruel rule soon forced 
peasants and soldiers into revolt. His rule ended when he was 
exiled to a place called Zhi near Linfen.

King Mu of Zhou (周穆王, d. ca. 922 BCE) was the fifth king of 
the Zhou Dynasty, reigning nearly fifty-five years, from ca. 976 
BCE to ca. 922 BCE. His family name is Ji, and his given name 
is Man. King Mu tried to oust invaders in the western part of 
China and ultimately expand Zhou’s influence. During his 
reign, the Zhou Dynasty was at its peak.

King Nurhachi of Houjin (努尔哈赤, 1559–1626 CE) was the 
first king of the State of Hou Jin. His family was part of the 
Aisin Gioro clan. Nurhachi reorganized and united various 
Jurchen tribes (later known as “Manchu”), and he consoli-
dated the Eight Banners military system and eventually 
launched attacks on the Ming Dynasty and Joseon Korea. His 
conquest of the Ming Dynasty’s northeastern Liaoning prov-
ince laid the groundwork for the conquest of the rest of China 
by his descendants, who founded the Qing Dynasty in 1644.

King Tang of Shang (商汤, ca. 1670–1587 BCE), or Shang Tang, 
was the first king of the Shang Dynasty. His family name is Zi, 
and his given name is Lü. He defeated King Jie, a tyrant, and 
thus ended the Xia Dynasty. King Tang was lauded for his vir-
tues and morals along with other “sage kings.”

King Wu of Zhou (周武王, d. 1046 BCE) was the first king of the 
Zhou Dynasty. His family name is Ji, and his given name is Fa. 
The chronology of his reign is still in debate, but the most 
widely accepted theory is that his reign began in 1046 BCE 
and ended three years later, in 1043 BCE. In 1046 BCE, King 
Wu ended the Shang Dynasty by defeating the army of King 
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Zhou of Shang, the last king of the Shang Dynasty, in the Bat-
tle of Muye.

King Xuan of Zhou (周宣王, ca. 841–782 BCE) was the eleventh 
king of the Zhou Dynasty. His family name is Ji, and his given 
name is Jing. Estimated dates of his reign are ca. 827–782 
BCE. He managed to restore royal authority after the Gong 
He interregnum and contemporarily recovered the Zhou Dy-
nasty from the chaos caused by the cruel policies of his father, 
King Li of Zhou. His son was the last king of the Western Zhou 
Dynasty.

King You of Zhou (周幽王, ca. 795–771 BCE) was the twelfth 
and also the last king of the Western Zhou Dynasty, reigning 
from 781 to 771 BCE. His family name is Ji, and his given name 
is Gongsheng. King You was a corrupt and decadent king. He 
lighted warning beacons for fun and to tease the princes who 
responded to the beacons. King You ended by being killed in 
a war launched by the Quanrong nomads.

King Yu of Xia (禹, dates unknown) was a mythological ruler of 
the Xia Dynasty. His family name is Si, and his given name is 
Wenming. He is famed for his introduction of flood control 
and for his upright moral character. He did not appear in in-
scriptions until vessels dating to the Western Zhou period 
were found. King Yu and other “sage kings” of ancient China 
were lauded for their virtues and morals by Confucius and 
other ancient Chinese thinkers.

King Zhou of Shang (商纣王, ca. 1105–1046 BCE) was the last 
king of the Shang Dynasty. His family name is Zi, and his given 
name is Shou. He is historically known as a tyrant. His army 
was defeated by King Wu of the Zhou Dynasty at the Battle of 
Muye in 1046 BCE, which ended the five-hundred-year Shang 
Dynasty. King Zhou was killed in this battle.

Laozi (老子, ca. 571–471 BCE) was an ancient philosopher. His 
name and birth place have not been ascertained academically. 
The most widely accepted inference is that his family name is 
Li and his given name is Er or Dan, and that he was born in 
the State of Chu. He was known as the reputed author of Tao 
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Te Ching, the founder of philosophical Taoism, and a deity in 
religious Taoism and other primitive religions in China. Laozi’s 
work has been embraced by various anti-authoritarian move-
ments as well as Chinese legalism. Political theorists influ-
enced by Laozi advocate humility in leadership and a re-
strained approach to statecraft, either for ethical and pacifist 
reasons, or for tactical ends.

Lü Buwei (吕不韦, 292–235 BCE) was the prime minister of the 
State of Qin. His was born in the State of Wei. His family name 
is Lü, and his given name is Buwei. Under his patronage, Lüshi 
Chunqiu, an encyclopedic Chinese classic text, was compiled 
around 239 BCE. This book is unique among early texts for its 
well-organized and comprehensive contents, containing ex-
tensive knowledge on numerous subjects such as music and 
agriculture that are unknown elsewhere.

Mencius (孟子, ca. 372–289 BCE) was born in the State of Zou. 
His family name is Meng, and his given name is Ke. He served 
as an official and scholar at the Jixia Academy in the State of 
Qi from 319 to 312 BCE. He was a philosopher and one of the 
principal interpreters of Confucianism. He is only secondary 
to Confucius in this philosophical school.

Mozi (墨子, ca. 468–391 BCE) was born in the State of Song. His 
family name is Mo, and his given name is Di. He once under-
took the position of a minister in Song. Mozi was the founder 
and the representative figure of the school of Mo. This school 
was the major competitor of Confucianism in the Warring 
States period, attracting hundreds of thousands of followers.

Sima Cuo (司马错, the Warring States period) was a well-known 
general of the State of Qin. He was born in Shaoliang of Qin. 
His family name is Sima, and his given name is Cuo. He served 
three kings of Qin, King Huiwen, King Wu, and King Zhaoxi-
ang. Under his command, Qin won three important wars 
against the State of Shu, the State of Wei, and the State of Chu.

Xi Que (郤缺, d. 597 BCE), also named Xi Chengzi, was the chief 
general of the State of Jin in Spring and Autumn period. He 
was born in Ji of the State of Jin. His family name is Xi, and his 
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given name is Que. Recommended by Xu Chen, a government 
official of Jin, Xi Que was appointed as an official in the mili-
tary and became a minister as he won the battle against the 
State of Di. He was promoted to chief general in 601 BCE.

Xunzi (荀子, ca. 313–238 BCE) was a Chinese Confucian phi-
losopher who lived during the Warring States period and con-
tributed to the Hundred Schools of Thought. His family name 
is Xun, and his given name is Kuang. Xunzi was well respected 
in the State of Qi; King Xiang of Qi honored him as a teacher 
and a libation bearer. When Xunzi went south to the State of 
Chu, Sir Chunshen, the prime minister, gave him a position 
as magistrate of Lanling. In comparison to the idealist philoso-
phy of Confucius and Mencius, Xunzi argued for the evil na-
ture of human beings and thus emphasized not only the role 
of morals but also the effects of forces in both governance and 
diplomacy.

Zhaigong (祭公, Late Western Zhou) was one of the prime ad-
visers of King Mu of the Zhou Dynasty. His family name is 
Zhai, and his given name is Moufu. He advocated moral poli-
tics, and this kept Zhou society stable for a long time. He ad-
vised against King Mu’s crusade against the tribe of Quanrong 
and successfully predicted their failure because of this war. 
Zhaigong Moufu’s many suggestions for King Mu were testi-
fied by history, which showed his extraordinary foresight and 
wisdom.

Zhao Xuanzi (赵宣子, ca. 655–601 BCE) was an extraordinary 
politician and strategist of the State of Jin during the early 
Spring and Autumn period. His family name is Dun. He served 
three kings, safeguarding the unity of Jin. During his time, the 
authority of the royal family of Jin was weakened for the first 
time, and the family of Zhao possessed the ruling power.

Zheng He (郑和, 1371–1433 CE) was a Chinese mariner, explorer, 
diplomat, and fleet commander of the Ming Dynasty. His fam-
ily name is Ma, and his given name is Sanbao. His fleet was the 
largest and strongest fleet that had the capability of ocean voy-
age at that time. It navigated on the South China Sea and the 
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Indian Ocean and visited many places in Southeast Asia, 
South Asia, western Asia, and East Africa during the period 
from 1405 to 1433.

Zheng Zijia (郑子家, d. 599 BCE) was a minister of the State of 
Zheng. His family name is Zheng, and his given name is Zish-
eng. Zheng was a small state faced with competition between 
two major powers, the State of Jin and the State of Chu. His 
story was excerpted from a story named “Zheng Zijia Accused 
Zhao Xuanzi,” which demonstrated how Zheng Zijia used the 
contradiction between the State of Jin and the State of Chu to 
reprove Jin’s harsh requirements to Zheng.
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