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The seventh edition of the Strategic Asia series continues the tradition of providing 

insightful, accessible and policy-relevant analysis for students of international 

relations. The focus on the internal drivers of strategic change is a welcome addition 

to the series, which in the past has focused on Asian military modernisation, economic 

development and the region’s response to America’s global war on terror. The 

contributions are from a collection of leading area specialists. In addition to five 

chapters on regional great powers, China, Japan, the Koreas, Russia and India, the 

book boasts three addition chapters on regional developments in South Asia, 

Southeast Asia and Central Asia. The book concludes with three chapters on topical 

issues of concern to the US, if not regional states as well; the Iranian nuclear issue, 

multilateral security efforts and environmental security issues.  

 

Tellis sets up the book with an introductory chapter exploring the justification for the 

study in light of realism’s past tendency to overlook the ‘black box’ of the state in its 

analyses of international politics. Importantly, Tellis notes, integral to exploring the 

impact of domestic politics on grand strategy is a recognition that domestic politics in 

turn affected by external factors such as globalisation, modernisation and the shifting 

global balance of power. Each of these brings change to domestic politics through 

economic development, institutional evolution and political and ideological 

transformation. In analysing these trends, according to Tellis, the book refocuses 

contemporary realism on its classical realist roots: Thucydides’ analysis of the 

domestic roots of the Peloponnesian War, ‘the spiritedness of Athens and the passivity 

of Sparta’ (p. 3). 

 

The second section of the book is focused on the five regional great powers. Chapters 

on China and Japan are comprehensive and put to bed many of the myths associated 

with the domestic sources of grand strategy. Mochizuki notes that the popular 

perception that the younger generation of Japanese tend to be more nationalistic than 

their older counterparts needs to be re-evaluated. This in turn has implications for the 

argument that Japan’s evolution to towards ‘normalcy’ is in fact a forgone conclusion. 
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Despite the more centralised foreign policy decision making process developed under 

Koizumi, Japan’s strategic orientation will remain beholden to domestic palatability. 

It may become more ‘normal’ than under the Yoshida doctrine, but remain uniquely 

Japanese in the way it exercises its foreign and security policy. Lieberthal’s analysis 

of China is particularly timely in light of a turbulent 2008 which laid bare some of the 

problems underlying China’s rise, as well as the internal political turmoil which can 

result. According to Lieberthal, China’s internal factional rivalries are the strongest 

determinants of China’s international posture because the CCP’s new-found 

legitimacy is derived from its nationalist credentials. In this context it may have 

relevant for Lieberthal to comment growing speculation that certain Chinese 

international behaviour, such as its ASAT test in January 2007 and the surfacing of a 

Song class submarine the wake of the USS Kitty Hawk, are the product of internal 

bureaucratic wrangling rather than of directives from the central government. Kim 

provides an excellent synopsis of the domestic sources of grand strategy within the 

two Korean states. Most intriguingly, he notes that the geographic location of the 

North may in fact be the most defining characteristic of its grand strategy. Being 

surrounded by great powers and its primary rival has allowed the North to achieve a 

great deal of success with its brinksmanship and collapse strategy. It is somewhat a 

shame that analysis of the Koreas continues to treat them as one state, yet in a book of 

this scope it is defensible. 

 

In light of the recent focus on the ‘rise of India’ and ‘Russian resurgence’ these two 

chapters are particularly timely for scholars who are broadly focused on the Asia-

Pacific. Wallander provides a healthy dose of scepticism to claims that Russia has 

indeed returned to its former glory. Serious demographic issues and the misallocation 

of its substantial resource wealth will anchor Russian strategic ambitions. Mohan’s 

chapter on India puts many of the hyperbolic predictions about India’s future role in 

the international system into context. This is a state with deeply engrained 

reservations about playing an active role in world affairs and which continues to be 

hamstrung by domestic political bickering. Nevertheless, there is a degree of 

inevitability about India’s path; it wants deeper security relations with the United 

States and domestic economic reforms will not be reversed. The primary debate 

relates to India’s ability and willingness to embrace the trappings of great power 
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status in light of weak national leadership, a defensive strategic culture and an 

entrenched suspicion of the outside world. 

 

The third section of the book explores case studies within Asia’s subregions. The 

primary critique here relates to case selection. While Pakistan may be an obvious 

choice as a case study in light of its relationship with India and with the war on terror, 

and Bangladesh a valid comparison to Pakistan, the absence of Nepal and Bhutan, 

both of which underwent dramatic political change in 2006-07 should be noted. Even 

if their omission is a product of their irrelevance to American grand strategy in Asia, 

this should be admitted up front. Nevertheless, Grare’s chapter provides a sobering 

analysis of the prospects of Pakistani political reform and the likelihood that 

Bangladesh may follow in its footsteps towards domination by the political Islamist 

minority. Weatherbee’s chapter stands in stark contrast to the others as it focuses 

largely on America’s relations with the region, rather than on the domestic sources of 

grand strategy within ASEAN states. The analysis is enlightening, particularly 

Weatherbee’s argument that ASEAN states have begun to look beyond America’s 

preoccupation with the war on terror. They still find good cause to maintain and 

strengthen their military ties with the United States, regardless of China’s dominant 

economic presence and recent efforts to ‘carve out a nexus of security relationships’ 

(p. 263). Cornell’s chapter on Central Asia explores domestic grand strategy in the 

two dominant Central Asian states, Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan. The strength of 

Cornell’s analysis is the balance he strikes between his two cases, larger regional 

dynamics and American interests in the region. 

 

The volume’s special case studies are an accurate reflection of topical regional issues. 

Chubin’s chapter provides an important reminder that nuclear programs develop as 

much as a response to domestic motivations as they do to international factors. 

Indeed, the fate of Iran’s nuclear program is tied to ongoing debates about its national 

identity and how it will conduct itself in international affairs. Nevertheless, 

international actors can influence how deeply Iran engages with the nuclear fuel cycle. 

While Iran is vulnerable to international economic sanctions, their impact on the 

program are likely to be a function of resultant ‘public discontent and support for the 

regime (p. 335). On the subject of long-running development of Asia’s security 

institutions, Bisely’s chapter argues that major powers in Asia continue to be hostage 
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to mistrust and suspicion. In light of the absence of a regional consensus on the most 

pressing security issues, the opportunity exists for the United States to move beyond 

the ‘hubs and spokes’ system into something that allows it to dictate the regional 

security agenda more explicitly. Bisely adds another voice calling for the Six-Party 

Talks agenda to be widened beyond the North Korean nuclear issue. Elliot’s chapter 

provides a timely warning of the consequences of environmental degradation for Asia. 

The reader could be forgiven for expecting a more thorough engagement, in light of 

recent developments, with debates over an international response to climate change. 

Nevertheless, Elliot identifies key reasons why environmental degradation threatens 

US security interests in the region, yet paradoxically offers the most feasible avenue 

for engagement with a region that has historically resisted excessive American 

influence. 

 

In an academic environment in which Asia specialists are asked to teach a widening 

range of issues across the world’s largest geographic region, Strategic Asia 2007-2008 

provides a valuable reference for international relations scholars who need to 

understand the contemporary domestic political trends in Asia. Specialists may also 

derive some comparative insights from the case studies. The book will also serve as a 

valuable reference to graduate and senior undergraduate students of international 

relations and Asian studies. 
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