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Part I

Introduction: developing a regional
approach to global security



Introduction

Almost nobody disputes that the end of the Cold War had a profound
impact on the whole pattern of international security but, more than
a decade after the transition, the character of the post-Cold War se-
curity order still remains hotly contested. This book explores the idea
that, since decolonisation, the regional level of security has become both
moreautonomousandmoreprominent in internationalpolitics, and that
the ending of the Cold War accelerated this process (Katzenstein 2000).
This idea follows naturally from the ending of bipolarity. Without su-
perpower rivalry intruding obsessively into all regions, local powers
have more room for manoeuvre. For a decade after the ending of the
Cold War, both the remaining superpower and the other great powers
(China, EU, Japan, Russia) had less incentive, and displayed less will,
to intervene in security affairs outside their own regions. The terrorist
attack on the United States in 2001 may well trigger some reassertion of
great power interventionism, but this is likely to be for quite narrow and
specific purposes, and seemsunlikely to recreate the generalwillingness
to intervene abroad that was a feature of Cold War superpower rivalry.
The relative autonomy of regional security constitutes a pattern of in-
ternational security relations radically different from the rigid structure
of superpower bipolarity that defined the Cold War. In our view, this
pattern is not captured adequately by either ‘unipolar’ or ‘multipolar’
designations of the international system structure. Nor is it captured by
the idea of ‘globalisation’ or by the dismal conclusion that the best that
IR can do in conceptualising the security order of the post-Cold War
world is to call it ‘the new world disorder’ (Carpenter 1991).
Theargument in thisbook is that regional security complex theory (RSCT)

enables one to understand this new structure and to evaluate the rel-
ative balance of power of, and mutual relationship within it between,
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Introduction

regionalising and globalising trends. RSCT distinguishes between the
system level interplay of the global powers, whose capabilities enable
them to transcend distance, and the subsystem level interplay of lesser
powers whose main security environment is their local region. The cen-
tral idea in RSCT is that, since most threats travel more easily over short
distances thanover longones, security interdependence is normally pat-
terned into regionally based clusters: security complexes. As Friedberg
(1993–4: 5) puts it (echoing the Federalist Papers Nos. IV and VI; Hamil-
ton et al. 1911): ‘most states historically have been concerned primarily
with the capabilities and intentions of their neighbours’. Processes of
securitisation and thus the degree of security interdependence are more
intense between the actors inside such complexes than they are between
actors inside the complex and those outside it. Security complexes may
well be extensively penetrated by the global powers, but their regional
dynamics nonetheless have a substantial degree of autonomy from the
patterns set by the global powers. To paint a proper portrait of global
security, one needs to understand both of these levels independently, as
well as the interaction between them.
RSCT uses a blend of materialist and constructivist approaches. On

the materialist side it uses ideas of bounded territoriality and distri-
bution of power that are close to those in neorealism. Its emphasis on
the regional level is compatible with, and we think complementary to,
neorealism’s structural scheme, but it contradicts the tendency of most
neorealist analysis to concentrate heavily on the global level structure.
On the constructivist side, RSCT builds on the securitisation theory set
out in our previous works (Buzan et al. 1998; Wæver 1995c), which fo-
cus on the political processes bywhich security issues get constituted. It
thus breaks from neorealism by treating the distribution of power and
the patterns of amity and enmity as essentially independent variables.
Polarity may affect, but it does not determine, the character of secur-
ity relations. The processes of securitisation are essentially open, and
subject to influence by a host of factors. RSCT offers a conceptual frame-
work that classifies security regions into a set of types, and so provides a
basis for comparative studies in regional security. It also offers a theory
with some powers of prediction, in the sense of being able to narrow
the range of possible outcomes for given types of region. More on this
in chapter 3.
In what follows, chapter 1 establishes the plausibility of a regional

approach by looking at both the main perspectives on the structure
of international security, and the history of regional security. Chapter 2

4



Introduction

tackles the question of levels by investigating howwe are to understand
the structure of security at the global level, seeing this as a precondition
for defining the regional one. Chapter 3 lays out a revised and updated
version of RSCT, and relates it to system level polarity. This theory sets
the frame for the rest of the book.
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Introduction

South Asia was the foundational case study around which regional se-
curity complex theory first developed. But we start our tour du monde
with Asia because it is still an exemplar of traditional regional secur-
ity dynamics found largely in military-political mode. The popularity
of ‘comprehensive’ and ‘cooperative’ security rhetorics in many Asian
states is a significant development, most notably in Southeast Asia
where ASEAN constructed a noteworthy third world security regime.
But inAsiaold-fashionedconcerns aboutpower still dominate the secur-
ity agendas of most of the regional powers, and war remains a distinct,
if constrained, possibility. The realist quality of Asian regional security
enables us to start our story on familiar ground, easing our way into the
complexities of how the wider security agenda affects the regionality of
security dynamics overall.
While this simplifies things a bit, the Asian case nonetheless has

some striking features that set it apart. Asia contains two great powers
(China and Japan) and a third state (India) that is the leading aspirant to
elevation from regional to great power standing. It also contains three
nuclear weapon states (NWS – China, India, Pakistan) and a possible
fourth (North Korea), plus three nuclear threshold states (Japan, South
Korea, Taiwan) practising ‘recessed deterrence’ – the capability to move
quickly to NWS status should their local environment become more
threatening militarily, or the promise of US support lose its credibility.
A co-location of adjacent great and regional powers on such a scale has
only one other precedent, Europe, and the most apt comparison is not
with today’s Europe, embedded in a thickweaveof regional institutions,
but with the balance-of-power Europe of the nineteenth century. Asia
now, like Europe then, contains a range of substantial powers in varying
degrees of industrialisation. Japan, likeBritain, is anadvanced industrial
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society, well ahead of the others in wealth and development, and
located offshore from a turbulent continent. China, like Germany, is big,
centrally located, rapidly increasing in its absolute and relative power,
has border problems and historical enmities with several of its neigh-
bours, has an authoritarian government, backs on to Russia, and is in
nationalistmood.Many in the region fear rising Chinesemilitary power
and assertiveness (especially Vietnam and Taiwan, and to a lesser extent
India). Some fear themigration threat thatmight unfold if China fell into
political turmoil, and the environmental threat from its rampant indus-
trialisation.Nationalism iswidespread and strong throughoutAsia, and
has plenty of cultural, ethnic, historical, status, and territorial issues to
feed on. As in nineteenth-century Europe, liberal democracy is deeply
rooted in only a few places, thinly present in others, and completely
absent in many. Industrialisation means that both absolute and relative
power levels are in flux. It also means, as it did in Europe, that there is
sustained tension between the desire to seek national economic advan-
tage and the pressure to get entangled in economic interdependence.
Sovereignty and independence are highly valued, not least because it is
still within living memory for many that these were denied by Western
and/or Asian imperialists.
There are limits to this analogy. Europe was also obsessed with

sovereignty, nationalism, and social Darwinism, but it did not suffer
from the political and social traumas of recent colonisation and de-
colonisation by outsiders. By contrast, the contemporary great pow-
ers in Asia are boxed in by a superpower and two other great powers.
Also unlike nineteenth-century Europe, Asia has no regional parallel
to the European concert of powers, finding itself instead embedded in
a global international society largely created by the Western powers.
Asia’s weak regional institutional development is, however, offset by
two constraints not available to nineteenth-century Europe: the deter-
rence effect provided by nuclear weapons, and an outside superpower
prepared, up to a point, to hold the ring for Asian security (in the sense
of having specific commitments to the security of several Asian states,
and a general role as external balancer and referee). Asia is also much
bigger than Europe, and the geographical barriers to interaction within
it are much more formidable than those in Europe. The Himalayas, for
example, are a rather more significant insulator than the Alps, with
the unsurprising consequence that Asia is much more culturally and
ethnically diverse than Europe. These differences matter, as does the
fact that the liberal global Zeitgeist of international relations in the late
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twentieth and early twenty-first centuries is quite different from the
imperial one of the nineteenth.
Therefore nothing in this analogy suggests that Asia is inevitably

heading into its ownversionof Europe’s calamitous civilwar of 1914–45,
or that Asia, like Europe before 1945, will inevitably form a single RSC.
What it does suggest is the high probability of fairly classic power-
politics behaviour as the Asian standard over the next few decades.
Military-political security has priority, and the use of force, even all-out
war, is understood as a possibility in many places. Economic develop-
ment is a priority not just forwelfare objectives andmaintainingmilitary
strength, but also for moving up the ranks of military power.
Asia carries its own distinctive historical baggage. With the excep-

tion of Japan, China, and Thailand, all Asian states are postcolonial
constructions, and even those three were heavily penetrated and influ-
enced by Western imperialism (Gong 1984). But in Asia, unlike in the
Americas and Africa, the process of decolonisation left behind a state
system that by and large reflected patterns established by precolonial
political history. This meant that, with the exceptions of a few de novo
creations such as the Philippines and Indonesia, the postcolonial states
in Asia had the advantage of being able to anchor their legitimacy in
their own history. While this synergy helped a system of modern states
to take root in Asia, it also carried precolonial history forward into post-
colonial international relations. Before Asia was incorporated into the
European-made global international system, it had its own security dy-
namics. For much of East Asia, the main reality was the waxing and
waning of Chinese imperial power, though for China the main strate-
gic problem was barbarian invasions from the north. South Asia was
largely separate from this Sino-centric system. It had its own internal
cycle of empire and fragmentation, and worried about barbarian in-
vasions from the northwest. Indian empires never expanded militarily
beyond the subcontinent, but at various times South Asia’s commer-
cial and cultural influence extended throughout Asia. In Southeast Asia
there are long histories of wars among Burmese, Cambodian, Thai, and
Vietnamese kingdoms, and also a long history of Vietnamese resistance
to Chinese power. During the late nineteenth century, there were sub-
stantial migrations of Chinese into many Southeast Asian states, and
the consequences still play a big role in the domestic politics of these
states and in their relations with China. Asia also had its own colonial
history, with Japan’s imperial venture between 1895 and 1945 leaving
deep scars throughout East Asia, and particularly in China and Korea.
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This linkage between the new states and indigenous history underpins
the idea of the state, and thus resonates in the security dynamics of Asia
on all levels. In some cases it feeds into contemporary securitisations
between states (India and Pakistan, two Koreas, China and Vietnam),
and in some within them (China, Indonesia, India, Pakistan). It also
conditions how Asia relates to the global level, particularly to the great
power claims of India, China, and Japan.
In terms of the framework set out in part I, Asia is strongly shaped

both by the insulating qualities of its geographical size and diversity,
and by the presence of great powers within it. The impact of geogra-
phy is expressed in the formation of three distinct RSCs in postcolonial
Asia: first, a great power one in Northeast Asia emerging during the
late nineteenth century; and, after the SecondWorld War, two standard
RSCs respectively in Southeast and South Asia. The fact that Asia con-
tains great powers means two things: first that the interregional level
of security dynamics has been much stronger than would be expected
among a set of standard RSCs; and, second, that Asian regional secur-
ity dynamics have stronger links to the global level in both directions
than one would expect in the global–regional links of a standard region
(where the global level might well penetrate strongly into the regional,
but the reverse is much less common). These features set the framework
within which the Asian security story has unfolded over the last half-
century. Because of its links to the global level, Asia, and especially East
Asia, was a major area of superpower rivalry during the Cold War, sec-
ond only to Europe. As a consequence, the transition from Cold War to
post-Cold War matters a lot in Asia. The subdivision of Asia into three
distinct RSCs was a product of intervening geography and low interac-
tion capacity. But as the level of absolute power available within Asia
rose, geography mattered less. As a result, a second theme in this story
is the steady knitting together of the three regional security dynamics,
especially betweenNortheast and Southeast Asia and, to a lesser extent,
between both and South Asia.
In a nutshell, the story to be detailed below looks like this. During

the Cold War, two out of the three great powers were located in Asia.
Asia consisted of three RSCs, all heavily penetrated by the superpower
rivalry,withNortheast and SoutheastAsia so embroiled in theColdWar
as to have their local security dynamics severely affected by it. With the
communist victory in China’s civil war in 1950, China became steadily
more influential in the security dynamics of both South and Southeast
Asia. The resultant interregional security dynamics were both strong
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enough and sustained enough to generate an Asian supercomplex cen-
tred on China, but with only weak links between South and Southeast
Asia. The ending of the Cold War shifted the global structure to 1 + 4,
with two of the four great powers in Asia. Soviet/Russian penetration
into the region largely evaporated. US military engagement remained
strong in Northeast Asia and, after weakening considerably in South-
east Asia during the 1990s, began to be rebuilt. Japan chose to stay
largely subordinate to the United States, albeit on somewhat altered
terms. China’s relative power was the major beneficiary of greatly re-
duced superpower penetration, and this strengthened the interregional
dynamicsof theAsiansupercomplex. SoutheastAsiaalsobenefited from
superpower withdrawal, andmoved away from being a conflict forma-
tion shaped substantially by outside ideological rivalries, and towards
an ASEAN-based regional security regime. At the same time as this in-
ternal transformation, Southeast Asia underwent an external transfor-
mation, effectively merging its security dynamics with Northeast Asia
to form a single East Asian RSC. South Asia retained its status as an
independent RSC, but still remained tied into the China-centred Asian
supercomplex. India further inched its way towards great power stand-
ing by creating a complex centred on itself, but at the time of writing
had not yet succeeded in breaking the bipolar pattern with Pakistan in
South Asia.
In addition to its interest as a part of the world where the ‘old rules’

of international relations are still substantially in play, and where great
powers are a part of the local picture, Asia has three further points of
interest as a case study for RSCT. First, it is a place where one can ob-
serve processes of both internal and external transformation. In South
Asia one witnesses a slow shift from bipolarity towards unipolarity. In
Southeast Asia, one can follow a virtually complete shift from conflict
formation to security regime, and at the same time the dissolving of the
boundary defining Southeast and Northeast Asia as distinct RSCs. Sec-
ond,Asia is the placewhere one can seemost clearly the phenomenon of
a supercomplex in operation over a long period of time. Because China
and Japan (and potentially India) are global level great powers, these
developments not only define the conditions for security of the states
and peoples of Asia, but also shape the context within which the Asian
great powers play their global role. Whether the Asian supercomplex
develops more as a conflict formation or more as a security regime will
make a huge difference to China’s potentiality (or not) to bid for super-
power status. Third, Asia contains three insulators, Mongolia, Burma,
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South
Asian RSC

Southeast Asian RSC

Northeast Asian RSC

Asian supercomplex

Note:
This map represents East Asia around the early 1970s. China and Japan
are both great powers. Northeast Asia and Southeast Asia are heavily
penetrated, but keep their indigenous dynamics sufficiently not to be overlaid.

insulator

great power

RSC boundaries

supercomplex boundary

overlay buffer

Map 3. RSCs in Asia during the Cold War
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buffer

South
Asian RSC

Southeast Asian
                    subcomplex

Northeast Asian
subcomplex

Asian supercomplex

Note:
This map depicts the region circa mid-1990s. The
Northeast and Southeast Asia RSCs have merged,
and Australia has been drawn into the East Asian RSC.

insulator

great powers

RSC boundaries

supercomplex boundary

subcomplex boundary

East Asian RSC

Map 4. RSCs in Asia Post-Cold War
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and Afghanistan, and one mixed insulator/buffer, Nepal, whose roles
and evolutions can be observed over a fairly long period.
How can we best present the Asian story when all four levels of

(in)security dynamics are strongly in play simultaneously? Given the
penetration of both local and external great powers, many threads of
the story weave through all of the RSCs. The merging of the Northeast
and Southeast Asian complexes means that levels change: what was
regional becomes subregional, and what was interregional becomes re-
gional. Organising the story from the bottom up as that of three sepa-
rate RSCs will tend to underplay what connects them. Organising it top
down in terms of global level and superregional patterns will tend to
underplay what is distinctive in the regions. The best compromise is to
tell the South Asian story separately, and the Southeast and Northeast
Asian ones together, tying the threads together in the conclusion to
part II.
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