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Abstract
Spheres of influence remain one of the most pervasive phenomena in the practice and history of inter-
national relations, yet only rarely have they been taken up analytically. To bring conceptual and discursive
clarity, this article advances two arguments. First, it argues that spheres of influence are not a distinct form
of hierarchy in international relations, but rather practices of control and exclusion that can be found
within any ideal-type hierarchy. Second, these hierarchical practices are generally underspecified by
those invoking the term. Different theoretical perspectives on international relations offer highly divergent
ways of understanding control and exclusion, and all do so with plausible empirical mooring. Spheres of
influence do not themselves denote a form of governance even if it does a form of order construction and
maintenance. Any given empire, hegemonic order, or alliance may also be a sphere of influence depending
on the practices that occur; the key is not to identify whether particular hierarchical traits are dispositive of
one of these relational structures, but rather whether, and the extent to which, assertions of control and
exclusion define the hierarchy.
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Introduction
Spheres of influence are one of the most commonly referenced yet analytically neglected concepts
in international politics. Scholars only rarely use the term, and few have posited clear assump-
tions or parsimonious causal propositions about them, let alone explored the implications of dif-
ferent understandings of the concept for either the discipline or the practice of international
politics.1 Spheres of influence are generally understood as a hierarchical structure, the construc-
tion and maintenance of which results from a practice involving two specific features: some
amount of control over a given territory or polity by a foreign/outside actor, especially as regards
third-party relations, and exclusion of other external actors from exercising that same kind of con-
trol over the same space.2 But the logic, mechanisms, and implications of these features – that is,

© British International Studies Association 2019.

1The literature on spheres of influence is sparse, and none draw theoretical comparisons in like-terms as done here. For a
critical conceptualisation, see Susanna Hast, Spheres of Influence in International Relations: History, Theory, and Politics
(London: Routledge, 2016). For policy-relevant interpretation, see Amitai Etzioni, ‘Spheres of influence: a reconceptualiza-
tion’, Fletcher Forum of World Affairs, 39:2 (2015), pp. 117–32. For a historically-based inductive rendering, see Paul
Keal, ‘Contemporary understanding about spheres of influence’, Review of International Studies, 9:3 (1983), pp. 155–72.
See also Fabio Petito, ‘Dialogue of civilizations in a multipolar world: Toward a multicivilizational-multiplex world order’,
International Studies Review, 18:1 (2016), pp. 78–91.

2These two elements are common to most explicit definitions. For a classical definition, see George Nathaniel Curzon,
Frontiers (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1908), pp. 42–3. For contemporary definitions, which echo the same, see Hast,
Spheres of Influence in International Relations, p. 6; Keal, ‘Contemporary understanding about spheres of influence’,
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how and why control and exclusion occurs – can vary significantly depending on key analytical
assumptions that derive from divergent theoretical traditions.

Historical analysis is replete with references to spheres of influence, as is much of nineteenth-
century history, which saw governments employing the term in the practice of peripheral diplo-
macy. The term ‘sphere of influence’ has subsequently been used in historiography to frame
everything from the structure of Athenian and Spartan empires during the Peloponnesian War
to the tributary system on China’s periphery during the Qing Dynasty.3 More recently, even
the most authoritative narratives of Cold War history understand US and Soviet systems as com-
peting spheres of influence.4 The term is also indispensable to understanding Western imperial
competition in Asia and Africa during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries because
Western governments themselves used the term in diplomatic practice.5 Geopolitical strategist
Lord Curzon records the earliest known use of the term in 1869, when Russia’s foreign minister
conveyed to the British that Afghanistan was ‘completely outside the sphere within which Russia
might be called upon to exercise her influence’.6 As the United States in particular sought to
expand its markets into Asia during this same period, it contended with what officials then
understood as established spheres of influence in China, Japan, Korea, and parts of the Pacific
Islands, staking out its later ‘Open Door’ trade policy as a way to maneuver within and across
these spheres.7 And for decades before Hawaii became part of the United States, it was considered
by other imperial powers as part of an American sphere of influence.8

But ‘spheres of influence’ are not only relics of the past. At the beginning of President Barack
Obama’s term of office in 2009, Vice President Joseph Biden stated ‘We will not recognize a
[Russian] sphere of influence. It will remain our view that sovereign states have the right to
make their own decisions and choose their own alliances.’9 Five years later, the Obama admin-
istration would recommit to its rhetorical opposition to spheres of influence. In 2014, speaking
to a crowd in Ukraine just months after Russia’s intervention there, President Obama declared
that ‘The days of empires and spheres of influence are over.’10 Also speaking from Ukraine the
following year, Biden added that ‘We will not recognize any nation having a sphere of
influence.’11

Spheres of influence are also part of the discursive landscape characterising contemporary
Asia. Some observers claim that China ‘simply wants a sphere of influence that increases its global

p. 158; Etzioni, ‘Spheres of influence’, p. 117; Edy Kaufman, The Superpowers and Their Spheres of Influence: The United
States and the Soviet Union in Central Europe and Latin America (London: Croom Helm, 1976).

3Herfried Munkler, Empires: The Logic of World Domination from Ancient Rome to the United States (Cambridge: Polity
Press, 2007); Takeshi Hamashita, ‘Tribute and treaties: Maritime Asia and treaty port networks in the era of negotiation,
1800–1900’, in Giovanni Arrighi, Takeshi Hamashita, and Mark Selden (eds), The Resurgence of East Asia: 500, 150, and
50 Year Perspectives (London: Routledge, 2003), pp. 17–50.

4John Lewis Gaddis, The Cold War: A New History (New York: Penguin Books, 2005); Geoffrey Roberts, ‘Ideology, calcu-
lation, and improvisation: Spheres of influence and Soviet foreign policy, 1939–1945’, Review of International Studies, 25:4
(1999), pp. 655–73; Albert Resis, ‘Spheres of influence in Soviet wartime diplomacy’, Journal of Modern History, 53:3
(1981), pp. 417–39.

5Tyler Dennett, Americans in Eastern Asia: A Critical Study of the Policy of the United States with Reference to China,
Japan and Korea in the 19th Century (New York: The Macmillan Company, 1922), pp. 603–06. For an American legal
definition, see Westel W. Willoughby, Foreign Rights and Interests in China (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins Press,
1920), pp. 272–3.

6Curzon, Frontiers, p. 42.
7Walter LaFeber, The New Empire: An Interpretation of American Expansion, 1860–1898 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press,

1963).
8Jay Sexton, The Monroe Doctrine: Empire and Nation in Nineteenth-Century America (New York: Hill and Wang, 2011),

pp. 112–13.
9Helene Cooper and Nicholas Kulish, ‘U.S. rejects “spheres of influence” for Russia’, New York Times (7 February 2009).
10Nedra Pickler, ‘Obama casts Ukraine crisis as march toward liberty’, PBS Newshour (4 June 2014).
11Office of the Vice President, Remarks by Vice President Joseph Biden to the Ukrainian Rada (9 December 2015), avail-

able at: {https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2015/12/09/remarks-vice-president-joe-biden-ukrainian-rada}.
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clout’, but that it would involve the United States abandoning any security commitment to
Taiwan, suggesting spheres of influence may be a diplomatic concept capable of resolving
regional tensions.12 For decades Southeast Asian states have crafted national security strategy
with an aim of avoiding what they consider either US or Chinese spheres of influence.13 South
Korean policy elites similarly express angst about being trapped between competing US and
Chinese spheres of influence.14 And strategic studies scholars refer to ‘a system of competing
spheres of influence in the Western Pacific’ that defines unchallengeable areas of control separ-
ating the United States and China.15

How do we account for the pervasiveness of references to spheres of influence historically and
in practice but not within the academy? And how do spheres of influence relate to other concep-
tions of international hierarchy?

This article advances two arguments. First, it argues that spheres of influence are not a distinct
form of hierarchy in international relations, but rather hierarchical practices of control and exclu-
sion. These practices do not imply – by themselves – a form of governance. Various ideal-type
hierarchies in international relations may also be spheres of influence if the practices located
within them involve patterns of control and exclusion. Second, these practices are generally
underspecified. Different theoretical perspectives on international relations have dealt extensively
with the concepts of control and exclusion, but in highly divergent ways depending on grounding
assumptions.

Notwithstanding the rarity with which spheres of influence have been an object of analysis in
international relations, several bodies of established theory can nevertheless help with the task.

Geopolitical realism provides a classical conception of spheres of influence as the geographic
range of a major power’s military dominance for the purposes of control and exclusion. In
this instrumental-materialist view, spheres of influence are obtained and maintained through
fear and coercive power, which is limited to the distance over which it is able to credibly project
power to defend or control territories and peoples within that space. Rational contractualism
explains spheres of influence as hegemonic orders at any scale, from global to subregional, or
even of a single protectorate. From the contractualist perspective, spheres of influence originate
from strategic bargains struck between hegemons and client states or allies. Constructivism, in the
Wendtian sense of identity construction and co-constitution, offers an understanding of spheres
of influence as shared transborder identity discourses that originate from a primary nation or
actor. The constructivist interpretation emphasises the common representation of ‘self’, or con-
vergence towards in-group solidarity, as the basis for a legitimate claim to control and exclusion
exercised through processes of socialisation and localisation. And the burgeoning literature on
relationalism renders spheres of influence positionally, as synonymous with network centrality.
This sociological approach, which differs from mainstream constructivism in important respects,
treats durable patterns of relations among social actors as structures that influence them; the con-
trol and exclusion features of a sphere of influence refer to the availability of opportunities that
derive from the structure of ties between a core actor and peripheral ones.

Making ideal-typical comparisons matters because differing assumptions about control and
exclusion become the basis for competing hypotheses about alignment behaviour and the reasons

12Bruce Gilley, ‘Not so dire straits: How the Finlandization of Taiwan benefits U.S. security’, Foreign Affairs, 89:1 (2015),
p. 51; Robert Ross, ‘The U.S.-China peace: Great power politics, spheres of influence, and the peace of East Asia’, Journal of
East Asian Studies, 3:3 (2003), pp. 351–75.

13Evelyn Goh, ‘Great powers and hierarchical order in Southeast Asia: Analyzing regional security strategies’, International
Security, 32:3 (2008), pp. 113–57; Shannon Tow, ‘Southeast Asia in the Sino-US strategic balance’, Contemporary Southeast
Asia, 26:3 (2004), pp. 434–59.

14Jae Ho Chung and Jiyoon Kim, ‘Is South Korea in China’s orbit? Assessing Seoul’s perceptions and policies’, Asia Policy,
21:1 (2016), pp. 12–45.

15Stephen Biddle and Ivan Oelrich, ‘Future warfare in the Western pacific: Chinese antiaccess/area denial, U.S. AirSea bat-
tle, and command of the commons in East Asia’, International Security, 41:1 (2016), p. 43.
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for respecting or contesting exclusion and control. More generally, the ability to identify and
define spheres of influence in theory gives us the ability to do so more transparently in practice,
which translates into a more nuanced discourse about and map of the structure(s) of inter-
national politics than traditional caricatures of ‘states under anarchy’ allows; international hier-
archy can exist as multiple patchworks that are separate from, overlapping with, or competing
among one another.

The remainder of this article proceeds in three parts. The first part outlines core assumptions
of four different theoretical traditions on questions of control and exclusion – the defining ele-
ments of spheres of influence. The second part explains how these contrasting assumptions
lead to variegated expectations about why and when smaller actors align with larger ones, and
prima facie scope conditions for contesting spheres of influence, from within and without. The
third part discusses the implications of understanding spheres of influence in different ways
and how the term does not challenge – but rather complements – the extant hierarchy literature.
The term ‘sphere of influence’ is not meaningless or redundant, but by itself fails to clarify the
ways in which control and exclusion occur.

Grounding assumptions of control and exclusion
Contrasting assumptions separate four different ways of conceptualising spheres of influence,
shown in Table 1.

There are numerous ways to compare and contrast these theoretical groupings, but I do so
below in relation to the specific characteristics of spheres of influence – control and exclusion.
As I demonstrate in the next section, these particular sets of assumptions lead to divergent expec-
tations about alignment behaviour of secondary powers and the accordant logic of contestation
from within, and external to, a sphere of influence.

Geopolitical realism

Although realism comes in many variants, the literature demonstrates a common tendency
towards the Thucydidean notion that ‘the strong do what they can and the weak suffer what
they must’. Scholars in this tradition assume that states exist in an anarchical system that
demands they provide for their own security.16 Material power, in the form of economic or mili-
tary capacity, is seen as the only reliable means to adjudicate international politics. While many
realists also accommodate ideational factors in their research, there is nevertheless an emphasis
within much of the realist tradition on geopolitics – the role of geography in shaping the distri-
bution of opportunities and constraints of power politics.17

Several assumed motivations for why a great power would seek to establish a sphere of influ-
ence fit with a geopolitical realist interpretation. A common reason is to establish a ‘strategic buf-
fer’ around the central power that creates greater physical separation from potential threatening
external actors.18 The strategic buffer argument is an historically frequent rationale for states
claiming spheres of influence. In the latter half of the nineteenth century, a primary rationale

16Kenneth N. Waltz, Theory of International Politics (Reading: Addison-Wesley, 1979); Kenneth N. Waltz, ‘The emerging
structure of international politics’, International Security, 18:2 (1993), pp. 44–79; John J. Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great
Power Politics (New York: W. W. Norton & Co, 2001).

17For a classical statement, see Halford J. Mackinder, ‘The geographical pivot of history’, The Geographical Journal, 23:4
(1904), pp. 421–37. For historiography that connects geopolitics to the realist tradition, see Lucian M. Ashworth, ‘Realism
and the spirit of 1919: Halford Mackinder, geopolitics and the reality of the League of Nations’, European Journal of
International Relations, 17:2 (2011), pp. 279–301.

18Tanisha Fazal, ‘State death in the international system’, International Organization, 58:2 (2004), pp. 311–44; Jonathan
Holslag, ‘The persistent military security dilemma between China and India’, Journal of Strategic Studies, 32:6 (2009),
pp. 811–40.
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among US political elites and naval officers for annexing Hawaii was to establish a strategic buffer
for America’s recently settled West Coast territorial acquisitions.19 More recently, China’s policy
towards North and South Korea treats the Korean Peninsula as a strategic buffer against US
encroachment.20 But great powers might also seek spheres of influence for the opposite reason;
rather than bolstering a strong defence, certain foreign territories might improve a state’s ability
to wage a strong offense.21 Although not mutually exclusive, whether a controlled foreign terri-
tory is a strategic buffer or a platform for greater power projection may hinge on an offensive
versus defensive realist assumption.22 A third motivation for seeking a sphere of influence is
pure economic exploitation. Material resources and economic capacity are crucial inputs into pol-
itical processes of resource mobilisation that translates them into military power.23 A great power
may therefore seek control and exclusion of a foreign territory for purposes of resource (including
labour) extraction. This was the dominant thinking among the Western imperial powers operat-
ing in Asia prior to the First World War. The perception that resources were finite but also the
foundation of military prowess sparked a competition for control of territories and markets in

Table 1. Understanding spheres of influence: Four ideal-type approaches.

Geopolitical
Realism

Rational
Contractualism Constructivism Relationalism

Most Resembles Power
projection;
strategic
buffer

Hegemonic order;
alliances

Identity
convergence;
Gramscian
hegemony

Brokerage; network
centrality

Origins Security
requirements;
opportunism

Asymmetric
commitments

In-group
solidarity

Durable patterns of
core-periphery
ties

Mechanisms of
Influence

Military power Lock-in
mechanisms;
contracting
power

Narratives;
socialisation

Network
externalities;
brokerage power;
system continuity

Logic of
Alignment

Fear; ability to
resist

Preference
function of
order over
anarchy

Common
affiliation/
affinity through
localisation

Structural
dependency;
information
disadvantage

Logic of
Contestation

Military balance;
anti-access
capabilities

Shifting terms of
exchange;
reputational
erosion

Compatibility of
discourses

Availability of
inter-peripheral
ties/ alternative
cores

19John A. S. Greenville and George Berkeley Young, Politics, Strategy, and American Diplomacy: Studies in Foreign Policy,
1873–1917 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1966), pp. 219–22; Noel J. Kent, Hawaii: Islands under the Influence
(Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1993).

20Heungkyu Kim, ‘From a buffer zone to a strategic burden: Evolving Sino-North Korea relations during the Hu Jintao
era’, Korean Journal of Defense Analysis, 22:1 (2010), pp. 57–74.

21James M. Goldgeier and Michael McFaul, ‘A tale of two worlds: Core and periphery in the post-Cold War era’,
International Organization, 46:2 (1992), pp. 467–91; Evan Montgomery, ‘Contested primacy in the western Pacific:
China’s rise and the future of US power projection’, International Security, 38:4 (2014), pp. 115–49.

22For reviews of the distinction, see Jeffrey W. Taliaferro, ‘Security seeking under anarchy: Defensive realism revisited’,
International Security, 25:3 (2000/01), pp. 128–61; Fareed Zakaria, ‘Realism and domestic politics: a review essay’,
International Security, 17:1 (1992), pp. 177–98; Evan Montgomery, ‘Breaking out of the security dilemma: Realism, reassur-
ance, and the problem of uncertainty’, International Security, 31:2 (2006), pp. 151–85.

23Barry R. Posen, ‘Nationalism, the mass army, and military power’, International Security, 18:2 (1993), pp. 80–124.
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Asia that led to unequal treaties, territorial cessions, and jockeying for influence among European
powers, far from Europe’s shores.24

In this reductionist worldview, the ability to credibly exercise military power in particular
spaces is what undergirds the claim to a sphere of influence; the aforementioned motivations can-
not be indulged without the ability to project military power. Such a ‘might makes right’ world
ultimately moots questions of legitimacy and order in favour of questions about relative material
strength embedded within particular geographic settings.25 This helps to explain why spheres of
influence often take the form of strategic geographic buffers for great powers throughout history –
among foreign territories, it is a great power’s near periphery that is most militarily defensible and
controllable. Distance imposes an intrinsic difficulty for power projection, even in an age of long-
range precision munitions.26 Power projection is thus the basis for asserting control over a foreign
territory and excluding others from doing the same within that territory. In a world where force is
the ultimate arbiter of disagreements and guarantor of security, credible military superiority over
a smaller territory – and in relation to other comers – is the only way to either stake claims of
control and exclusion or to contest them.

Rational contractualism

The rationalist ontology from which geopolitical realism is derived accommodates more than one
way of thinking about spheres of influence. Like geopolitical realism, rational contractualism
traces political outcomes to the microfoundations of egoistic, utility-maximising actors.27 But
unlike geopolitical realism, it makes assumptions that explicitly accommodate mechanisms
other than military force. A rational contractualist approach reflects a Lockean emphasis on stra-
tegic bargains between states that, while possibly granting significant advantages to the larger
power, fundamentally depend on contracted terms of exchange and the ability of the larger
power to make credible commitments.28

It provides for this distinction by assuming that, with a sufficient shadow of the future, states can
effectively learn their way out of the worst excesses of anarchy.29 Asymmetric bargains between lar-
ger and smaller powers result in structured arrangements that come to define control and exclusion
as the functions of a hegemonic order. Notably, these hegemonic contracts can be distinctly mili-
tary,30 economic,31 or political in nature,32 depending on the particular scope of exchange. The key
to identifying a rational contractual sphere of influence is the presence of specified rights, privileges,
and responsibilities on both sides of a transaction that results in some form of control and exclusion
by consent, especially of the smaller state’s freedom of action with third parties.

24Dennett, American Relations in Eastern Asia; F. H. Hinsley, ‘Expansion in the Pacific and the scramble for China’, in
F. H. Hinsley, The New Cambridge Modern History: Volume XI: Material Progress and World-Wide Problems, 1870–1898
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1967), pp. 640–67.

25From within the realist tradition, see Randall L. Schweller, ‘New realist research on alliances: Refining, not refuting,
Waltz’s balancing proposition’, American Political Science Review, 91:4 (1997), pp. 927–30. For an outside perspective, see
Michael W. Doyle, ‘Thucydidean realism’, Review of International Studies, 16:3 (1990), pp. 223–37.

26Paul MacDonald, Networks of Domination: The Social Foundations of Peripheral Conquest in International Politics
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014), pp. 28–33. See also Montgomery, ‘Contested primacy in the western Pacific’.

27Robert O. Keohane and Joseph Nye, Power and Interdependence (New York: Harper Collins, 1977); Bruce Bueno De
Mesquita, The War Trap (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1982); Robert O. Keohane, After Hegemony: Cooperation
and Discord in the World Political Economy (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1984); David Lake and Robert Powell,
Strategic Choice and International Relations (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1999).

28Janice Bially Mattern and Ayşe Zarakol, ‘Hierarchies in world politics’, International Organization, 70:3 (2016), pp. 623–54.
29Keohane, After Hegemony; Robert Axelrod, The Evolution of Cooperation (New York: Basic Books, 1984).
30Robert Gilpin, War and Change in World Politics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981).
31David Lake, ‘Leadership, hegemony, and the international economy: Naked emperor or tattered monarch with poten-

tial?’, International Studies Quarterly, 37:4 (1993), pp. 459–89.
32G. John Ikenberry, Liberal Leviathan: The Origins, Crisis, and Transformation of the American World Order (Princeton:

Princeton University Press, 2012).
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The rational contractualist approach does not deny a role for military power projection.
Asymmetric material strength drives the formation of dominant-subordinate social contracts.
But the ability to dominate militarily or economically is not how a hegemon generates and repro-
duces control and exclusion over a smaller territory or ally. There must be mechanisms of author-
ity that translate or ‘cash out’ superiority. Through a rational-contractual lens, the means of
control and exclusion that create spheres of influence are mutual agreements that delineate
roles and specify the terms of sovereignty compromises. Asymmetric commitments thought of
in this way represent a large conceptual waterfront – ranging from constitutional orders to hege-
monic stability to bilateral alliances or protectorates – with common microfoundations. Different
theories in this vein may emphasise political character,33 military superiority,34 and strategic bar-
gains35 to varying degrees in their interpretations of contractual hierarchy, but all share a com-
mitment to analytical assumptions of learning, transactional exchange, and mutual consent for
generating and sustaining control and exclusion. These assumptions make it possible for institu-
tions and social understandings to serve as the instruments of control and exclusion between
dominant and subordinate states.

Great powers may seek to reap material advantage through the establishment of hegemonic
leadership over a given space, or they may be motivated to escape endless challenges to their
security and their preferences. G. John Ikenberry’s formulation in particular identifies a core
motivation of the liberal variant of hegemonic leadership – recognition that while material
supremacy cannot last indefinitely, during the ‘founding moments’ of system ordering it offers
an opportunity to ‘lock-in’ asymmetries for extended periods that might not be possible in future
circumstances of greater power symmetry among contracting agents.36 There can be neither hier-
archy nor stability in a world where smaller powers continuously challenge a great power’s system
preferences. The terms of exchange are born accordingly. The hegemon agrees to responsibilities
that come attached to grants of authority – whether strategic restraint, system stability and order
enforcement, or guarantees of client security – and the smaller power(s) agree/s to circumscribe
their sovereignty, within mutually understood limits. In one rational-contractual account of
spheres of influence, for instance, the ‘dominant state possesses the authority only to limit a sub-
ordinate’s cooperation with third parties’.37 Exclusion implies control over third-party cooper-
ation, but the terms of asymmetric bargain need not be limited only to this. As long as the
hegemon maintains its material superiority and the hegemonic order allows the smaller power
to escape the predation of anarchy, the terms of exchange can hold and thus a sphere of influence
can obtain.

Constructivism

A great diversity of theories and interpretive modes of analysis fall within the constructivist trad-
ition. Alexander Wendt’s strand of constructivism is most useful for understanding spheres of
influence in part because it draws the sharpest distinctions with the other theoretical
approaches.38 Wendt and others grant the assumption that the international system is descrip-
tively anarchical and states remain an important unit of analysis. And yet constructivism’s
embrace of a sociological, rather than rational, ontology establishes a core set of assumptions

33G. John Ikenberry, After Victory: Institutions, Strategic Restraint, and the Rebuilding of Order after Major Wars
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2001).

34Gilpin, War and Change in World Politics; Paul Kennedy, The Rise and Fall of the Great Powers: Economic and Military
Conflict from 1500–2000 (New York: Random House, 1987).

35David Lake, Hierarchy in International Relations (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2009).
36Ikenberry, After Victory; Ikenberry, Liberal Leviathan.
37Lake, Hierarchy in International Relations, p. 54.
38Alexander Wendt, ‘Anarchy is what states make of it: the social construction of power politics’, International

Organization, 46:2 (1992), pp. 391–425; Alexander Wendt, Social Theory of International Politics (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1999).
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that lead to a different orientation towards international relations than the rationalist traditions
described above. The most basic and universal of these assumptions is the social nature of inter-
national politics; states (and the people within them) are fundamentally social actors, and the
meaning assigned to material circumstances depends on intersubjective understandings they
share or contest.39

As such, a group or state’s interests cannot be assumed from the distribution of military power
or quid pro quo exchanges of sovereignty and security. Instead, constructivism problematises
interests with reference to group norms and identities. A state’s interests in international relations
cannot be exogenously assumed if they are determined by shared understandings rather than
material reality. The content of interests hinges on actor identity and the norms to which they
subscribe; they are mutually constituted.40 Thus, the question of national interest, or how inter-
national anarchy drives state behaviour, requires inquiring about actor/group identity; the socially
constructed, rather than material, attributes of an actor become the object of analysis.41 As a
result, actor behaviour in constructivism is seen to follow logics of appropriateness and affect,
rather than the logic of consequences that governs behaviour in rationalist theories.42

Constructivism’s identity-focused understanding of international politics recasts the control
and exclusion that makes up a sphere of influence. If a sphere is socially constructed –rendering
control and exclusion normative rather than instrumental constructs – then we look to identity
content (national or ethnic narratives, value systems, or cultural practices) and corresponding
shared ideas to account for it. This permits a degree of pluralism in recognising actor relations.
The principal axis of international relations may still be interaction between states, but because
the constructivist focus is on bonds of convergent practices and identities, there is no reason
to make an ex ante assumption that identities are confined to only one kind of unit.43

But regardless whether we deal only in states or also embrace social groups as salient actors,
spheres of influence are constructed through socialisation that transmits identity traits and forges
in-group solidarity, between a primary state and other states (or social groups) that grant a degree
of uncoerced subordination to the primary state. Exclusion falls along identity boundaries, and
control is interpreted as affect, shared symbols, or accepted narratives that reinforce such iden-
tities; both are produced and sustained through practices of exchange or interaction.44

Discourses, in other words, become a source of exclusion and control by establishing boundaries
and serving as behavioural heuristics.45 This is well illustrated in the historiography of
Sino-centric Asia and the ‘Eastern International Relations theory’ turn in Asian security studies.
China has historically maintained a system of paternalistic order with smaller nations on its per-
iphery, and the claim among Eastern IR theorists is that it did so less through military force pro-
jection or credible assurances of protection to smaller states than through cultural diffusion
(which facilitates identity convergence) and accepted narratives and practices that reified

39Wendt, ‘Anarchy is what states make of it’. This assumption is even shared by constructivist critics of Wendt. See Stefano
Guzzini and Anna Leander (eds), Constructivism and International Relations: Alexander Wendt and His Critics (London:
Routledge, 2005).

40Wendt, Social Theory of International Politics, p. 1.
41For how constructivism differs from rationalism on these points, see James Fearon and Alexander Wendt, ‘Rationalism

v. constructivism: a skeptical view’, in Walter Carlsnaes, Thomas Risse, and Beth Simmons (eds), Handbook of International
Relations (London: Sage, 2002), pp. 52–72.

42Fearon and Wendt, ‘Rationalism v. constructivism’, p. 60; Ted Hopf, ‘The logic of habit in international relations’,
European Journal of International Relations, 16:4 (2010), pp. 539–61.

43Though Wendt’s work explicitly emphasised the state as the primary unit of analysis, much of constructivism relaxes this
assumption.

44Bially Mattern and Zarakol, ‘Hierarchies in world politics’, pp. 18–20.
45Michel Foucault, ‘The order of discourse’, in Michael J. Shapiro (ed.), Language and Politics (New York: New York

University Press, 1984), pp. 108–38; Janice Bially Mattern, Ordering International Politics: Identity, Crisis, and
Representational Force (New York: Routledge, 2005).
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China as the ‘middle kingdom’.46 This system alienated outside powers while allowing China to
impose a degree of political control on its neighbours. When European imperial powers tried to
penetrate the China market, they were unsuccessful until they adapted to the various symbolic
practices that recognised and reified the control and exclusion that comprised the Sino-centric
order.47

Relationalism

Like cultural constructivism, relationalism in IR draws from a social ontology that presumes
material reality only takes on meaning through intersubjective understanding.48 For this reason,
some believe relationalism should be seen as a subsidiary of the constructivist research pro-
gramme in IR.49 Whatever the merits of considering relationalism within a ‘big tent’ of construct-
ivist tradition, the differences with the narrow Americanised variant of constructivism delineated
above demand separation for purposes here, just as realism and contractualism demand separ-
ation despite sharing a common commitment to rationalism. Scholars who operate in the
relationalist mode, moreover, tend to see themselves as distinct from the dominant ‘isms’ of IR
– realism, liberalism, and constructivism – because these ‘isms’ are ‘substantialist’, dealing pri-
marily in essences and attributes rather than relations.50 Following this substantialist-relationalist
separation, the latter’s most salient point of departure from cultural constructivism is its
commitment to shifting analytical focus from actors and their attributes to the ties of symbolic
or material exchange between actors, which take on structural properties over time.51

Relationalism takes seriously the philosophical premise that webs of relations are the gateway
to understanding social systems and the actors that co-constitute them. Even if we seek only to
understand an actor’s attributes and behaviours – and not the origins, topological mapping, and
implications of relational structures actors are embedded in – we cannot do so without first
understanding the universe of relations surrounding the actor, because they co-constitute the
actor.52 For relationalists, much can be revealed by the densities, frequencies, and lengths of
actors’ social ties, which are inherently not fixed or static, even when durable or recurring. So
whereas substantialist research programmes examine relations from an analytical assumption
that actors or entities exist prior to entering into ties with others, relationalists privilege relations
themselves as analytical priors. And because sets of relations (networks) demonstrate isomorphic
tendencies – that is, similarly patterned network structures often demonstrate common emergent
logics, constraints, and opportunities across space and time – the relationalist sensibility draws
out causal and interpretive insights that other approaches neglect.

In contrast with other approaches, then, the stark, differential underpinnings of a relational
approach lead to a radically different understanding of spheres of influence. Within these

46Robert E. Kelly, ‘A “Confucian long peace” in pre-western East Asia?’, European Journal of International Relations, 18:3
(2012), pp. 407–30; David C. Kang, East Asia before the West: Five Centuries of Trade and Tribute (New York: Columbia
University Press, 2010); Feng Zhang, Chinese Hegemony: Grand Strategy and Regional Institutions in East Asian History
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2015).

47Michael Greenberg, British Trade and the Opening of China, 1800–42 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1951),
pp. 1–40; Ulrike Hillemann, Asian Empire and British Knowledge: China and the Networks of British Imperial Expansion
(London: Palgrave MacMillan, 2009).

48Patrick Thaddeus Jackson and Daniel H. Nexon, ‘Relations before states: Substance, process and the study of world pol-
itics’, European Journal of International Relations, 5:3 (1999), pp. 291–332.

49David McCourt, ‘Practice theory and relationalism as the new constructivism’, International Studies Quarterly, 60:3
(2016), pp. 475–85.

50Jackson and Nexon, ‘Relations before states’; Mustafa Emirbayer, ‘Manifesto for a relational sociology’, American Journal
of Sociology, 103:2 (1997), pp. 281–317.

51Daniel Nexon, ‘Relationalism and new systems theory’, in Albert Mathias, LarsErik Cederman, and Alexander Wendt
(eds), New Systems Theories of World Politics (New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2009), pp. 101–02.

52Nexon, ‘Relationalism and new systems theory’, p. 101; Mustafa Emirbayer and Ann Mische, ‘What is agency?’, American
Journal of Sociology, 103:4 (1998), pp. 962–1023.
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bounding assumptions, an asymmetry of control and exclusion produce and are produced by pat-
terns of relations between core actors and peripheral ones. Put another way, control and exclusion
are advantages or implications of network centrality, a particular type of structured relational
configuration in which the ties of a single actor/node account for a disproportionate percentage
of all ties that constitute a network.53 A network in which only one or a few actors display high
‘degree centrality’ (in the language of network analysis) offers distinct advantages and disadvan-
tages relative to an actor’s position in the core versus the periphery.54

Core actor control over peripheral actors, and exclusion of out-of-network actors, derives from
their role as an intermediary between unconnected actors (brokerage power),55 their importance
to system or structural continuity (externalities),56 and their ability to engage in heterogeneous
contracting (exploiting information asymmetries) across unconnected actors.57 As intermediaries
between unconnected peripheral actors, core actors in a network can either broker ties or buffer
them. During much of the nineteenth century, the British empire dominated Western trade with
China and, through its victory over China in the Opium Wars, was able to extract favourable
rights and privileges that eventually made the British central to gaining access to the China mar-
ket.58 Subsequently, late entrants – such as the United States – could not establish meaningful ties
without currying favour with British representatives in China who understood the cultural land-
scape, knew the local Chinese players of influence, ran the banks through which American trans-
actions passed, and occupied privileged positions in the foreign customs houses. US diplomats
and businesses at the time relied on the good offices of the British for entry.59

Network centrality also positions the core actor to exert control by virtue of its disproportion-
ate importance to structural or system continuity, generating network ‘effects’ or ‘externalities’.60

When peripheral actors that benefit from status quo constellations of relations in a network exhi-
biting high degree centrality are highly averse to any significant reconfiguration of relational pat-
terns, they interact in ways that reinforce network centrality, making patterns of relations partly
endogenous to existing patterns of relations.61 Successful social media companies operate accord-
ing to this logic, explicitly seeking to reach a tipping point by which the sheer number of users
itself becomes an incentive for existing users to stay and new users to opt in.62 In contemporary
Asia, it has become commonplace for Asian states to rely disproportionately on China for trade

53Joel H. Levine, ‘The sphere of influence’, American Sociological Review, 37:1 (1972), pp. 14–27. For examples in inter-
national relations, see Emilie M. Hafner-Burton and Alexander H. Montgomery, ‘Power positions: International organiza-
tions, social networks, and conflict’, Journal of Conflict Resolution, 50:1 (2006), pp. 3–27; Alexander H. Montgomery,
‘Centrality in transnational governance: How networks of international institutions shape power processes’, in Deborah
Avant and Oliver Westerwinter (eds), The New Power Politics: Networks and Transnational Security Governance (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2016).

54Emilie M. Hafner-Burton, Miles Kahler, and Alexander H. Montgomery, ‘Network analysis for international relations’,
International Organization, 63:3 (2009), pp. 563–4.

55Eric Grynaviski, ‘Brokering cooperation: Intermediaries and US cooperation with non-state allies, 1776–1945’, European
Journal of International Relations, 21:3 (2015), pp. 691–717.

56Hafner-Burton, Kahler, and Montgomery, ‘Network analysis for international relations’, pp. 568–70; Helen V. Milner,
Interests, Institutions, and Information: Domestic Politics and International Relations (Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 1997), pp. 33–66.

57Daniel H. Nexon and Thomas Wright, ‘What’s at stake in the American empire debate’, American Political Science
Review, 101:2 (2007), p. 259.

58Greenberg, British Trade and the Opening of China, 1800–42, pp. 1–40; Dennett, American Relations in Eastern Asia;
Macabe Keliher, ‘Anglo-American rivalry and the origins of U.S. China policy’, Diplomatic History, 31:2 (2007), pp. 227–57.

59Dennett, Americans in Eastern Asia, pp. 44–68.
60Brandon J. Kinne, ‘Network dynamics and the evolution of international cooperation’, American Political Science Review,

107:4 (2013), pp. 766–85.
61Ibid.
62Bertrand Belvaux, ‘The development of social media: Proposal for a diffusion model incorporating network externalities

in a competitive environment’, Recherche et Applications en Marketing (English edn), 26:3 (2011), pp. 7–22.
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and investment while still looking to the United States as a security provider.63 Although these
patterns are leading to a bifurcated regional order that places cross-pressures on Asia’s peripheral
powers in both realms, their relational patterns continue to reinforce Chinese economic centrality
and US security centrality respectively; peripheral powers do not want to divest of China trade or
US security provisions, even if those simultaneous relational patterns give rise to a contested and
fractious regional order.64

A third way that network centrality enables control and exclusion is through ‘heterogeneous
contracting’, a structural property of imperial rule.65 When peripheral actors’ strongest, most dir-
ect, and most frequent relations are with a core actor (and not with other peripheral actors), the
latter benefits from information asymmetry; the core actor has the advantage of establishing pref-
erential or concessionary terms of exchange with one peripheral actor without other peripheral
actors discovering those terms and demanding similar treatment.66 In this way, core actors are
uniquely positioned to minimise their own obligations relative to the rights they secure from per-
ipheral actors by stifling collective demands against them. In ideal-typical empires operating in
Africa and the Middle East, European core actors maintained control of peripheral colonies in
part by exploiting the informational asymmetry they enjoyed over the periphery, establishing bar-
gains and terms of intermediary governance based on local conditions without having to replicate
them across peripheral relations. The sparseness of inter-peripheral ties, in turn, enabled imperial
cores to pursue ‘divide-and-rule’ strategies that made collective action or resistance against the
empire less likely to spill over from one peripheral area to another.67

Explaining alignment and contestation
The prior section outlined core assumptions of four different research traditions and explained
how those assumptions differently understand the control and exclusion mechanisms that define
spheres of influence. On the basis of these divergent understandings of control and exclusion, this
section identifies distinct hypotheses that emphasise the other side of spheres of influence. Rather
than focusing either on great power reasoning, discursive practices, or the relational structures
they impose on others, it considers the logic of weaker powers’ alignment with or resistance to
claims of control and exclusion by more powerful polities, as well as the corresponding logic
of third parties’ recognition of or challenge to others’ spheres of influence.

Geopolitical realism: Challenging power projection

The geopolitical realist approach posits a supply-side explanation for both weak-state acquies-
cence to great power impositions of control and exclusion, and contestation thereof. Weak states
align with the demands of powerful ones when they are unable to mount meaningful challenges to
the latter’s power projection capabilities. In an anarchical system where survival is the paramount
goal, small states will not enter into fights they have no hope of escaping from intact, and will
instead align with a great power that asserts control over it when they believe that ‘resistance
is futile’.68 For the weak state, a compromise of sovereignty is preferable to a total loss of it.

63Van Jackson, ‘Power, trust, and network complexity: Three logics of hedging in Asian security’, International Relations of
the Asia-Pacific, 14:3 (2014), pp. 331–56.

64G. John Ikenberry, ‘Between the eagle and the dragon: America, China, and middle state strategies in East Asia’, Political
Science Quarterly, 131:1 (2016), pp. 9–43.

65Nexon and Wright, ‘What’s at stake in the American empire debate’.
66Ibid., pp. 261–2.
67Macdonald, Networks of Domination; Nexon and Wright, ‘What’s at stake in the American empire debate’.
68Robert G. Kaufman, ‘To balance or to bandwagon? Alignment decisions in 1930s Europe’, Security Studies, 1:3 (1992),

pp. 417–47; Eric Labs, ‘Do weak states bandwagon?’, Security Studies, 1:3 (1992), pp. 384–416; Stephen M. Walt, ‘Alliances,
threats, and U.S. grand strategy: a reply to Kaufman and Labs’, Security Studies, 1:3 (1992), pp. 448–82.
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This landscape – involving anarchy, irreducible uncertainty about intentions, and an overrid-
ing goal of survival – gives rise to key determinants of weak-state alignment behaviour: the mili-
tary balance;69 the relative advantage or disadvantage afforded by geography;70 the capacity to
blunt power projection through asymmetric means despite military inferiority;71 and the avail-
ability of alternative patrons or allies.72 Each of these factors are instrumental-material considera-
tions that speak to a weak state’s ability to resist the control and exclusion imperatives of a great
power. If a weak state can form an external balancing coalition, or if local geography or military-
technical trends make defence against attacks relatively easier than offensives, then the
balance-of-power school of neorealism suggests it will resist a stronger power’s preferences for
control and exclusion. But if the military balance suggests a weaker power will be routed by
the larger power, if geography or military-technical trends strongly undermine a weaker power’s
ability to mount a defence against power projection, or if there are no plausible allies with whom
the weaker state can rally against the stronger, then a weak state has no alternative to aligning with
a great power’s control and exclusion prerogatives.

The logic of contestation from without mirrors the logic of resistance from within. External
great powers contest the control and exclusion imperatives asserted by other great powers over for-
eign territories when they can, and when it improves their relative security situation to do so; other-
wise they acquiesce. In a world where military advantage adjudicates politics, resistance by
resorting to what realists consider epiphenomena – for example, diplomatic protest, recourse
to institutions, or appeals to international norms – is insufficient to change the structure of asym-
metric relationships based on power.73 Challenging another great power’s claim of control
requires the use of force or the credible threat of it. This means external great powers must
incur some material risk or cost to challenge another’s claim to control and exclusion.
Material determinants are the same as those holding sway over weak-state alignment (the military
balance, geography, etc.). Since power projection is what sustains a great power’s exclusionary
control over another state, meaningful resistance must take the form of countering another’s
power projection over a territory in dispute, or credibly threatening an ability to do so.74

Whether interference in another great power’s sphere of influence improves an external great
power’s relative security situation in turn hinges on fundamentally offensive versus defensive real-
ist assumptions about great power behaviour. Assuming two great powers’ spheres of influence do
not overlap, they can accommodate each other’s claims to control and exclusion as long as they
are assumed to be seeking a balance of power rather than a preponderance of it (that is, they exist
in a defensive realist security environment).75 But when competing great powers seek primacy or
dominance over the same area, military-technical superiority – relative to geographic circum-
stances – becomes crucial to whether an external great power can and will mount a winning
challenge.76

69Robert L. Rothstein, ‘Alignment, nonalignment, and small powers: 1945–1965’, International Organization, 20:3 (1966),
pp. 397–418.

70Stephen Biddle, Military Power: Explaining Victory and Defeat in Modern Battle (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
2004); Stephen Walt, Origins of Alliances (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1984), pp. 10, 165, 265.

71Stephen Van Evera, ‘Offense, defense, and the causes of war’, International Security, 22:4 (1998), pp. 5–43; Keir
A. Lieber, ‘Grasping the technological peace: the offense-defense balance and international security’, International
Security, 25:1 (2000), pp. 71–104; Emily O. Goldman, ‘International competition and military effectiveness: Naval air
power, 1919–1945’, in Risa Brooks and Elizabeth Stanley (eds), Creating Military Power: The Sources of Military
Effectiveness (Palo Alto: Stanford University Press, 2007), pp. 158–85.

72Glenn Snyder, Alliance Politics (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1997), pp. 75, 167.
73John J. Mearsheimer, ‘The false promise of international institutions’, International Security, 19:3 (1994), pp. 5–49.
74The sources of threat credibility in a realist lens that does not assume states are capable of iterative learning must be

reducible to questions of material capability and exogenously assumed interest. Darryl Press, Calculating Credibility: How
Leaders Assess Military Threats (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2005).

75Montgomery, In the Hegemon’s Shadow, p. 10; Montgomery, ‘Breaking out of the security dilemma’.
76Montgomery, ‘Contested primacy in the western Pacific’.
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Rational contractualism: Bargaining order

When states are capable of learning and expect to engage in iterative transactions, expectations of
alignment with and resistance to spheres of influence deviate from those of an ideal-type geopol-
itical realist approach. Smaller powers agree to cede some degree of control and exclusion to a larger
power when the expected costs and benefits of doing so favour hegemonic order over those of self-
help anarchy. A smaller power’s grant of authority and willful subordination to a larger power
does not directly result from great-power coercion of the former but rather a shared acceptance
or bargain involving rights and obligations on both sides of the transaction.77 In this sense, larger
powers present smaller ones with a choice: fend for yourself in an anarchical world, or accede to a
hierarchical relationship that promises some degree of protection and stability in exchange for
deference to the larger power’s preferences in relations with third parties.

Asymmetric contracts understood in this way also generate expectations for when a smaller
power will defect or challenge an established bargain: when the hegemon can no longer maintain
superiority in whatever measure that enabled an asymmetric bargain in the first place, and when
a hegemon can no longer credibly maintain the bargain.78 In the former case, the bargain may
hold well beyond the hegemon’s loss of material superiority, but only if the smaller power con-
tinues to prefer holding to the bargain. In the latter case, whether the bargain holds depends on
inferences the smaller power makes about the likelihood of a hegemon holding to its promises,
which can derive either from projections based on material circumstances or the hegemon’s
accrued reputation based on its word and deed over time.79

As with the cost-benefit logic of alignment and contestation from within, external powers will
challenge another power’s sphere of influence when they have the means to do so and expect the
terms of another power’s asymmetric bargain to adversely impact them more over time. An external
power whose interests do not coincide or overlap with spheres of influence in the rational-
contractualist sense has no cause to concern itself with any transfers of rights and obligations
between two or more other powers. Even multiple spheres of influence – asserted by multiple
great powers – do not inherently imply challenges against the control and exclusionary claims
of one another. Accommodation, as opposed to contestation, is plausible under several condi-
tions. An external power may have no interest in the geographic scope of a claimed sphere of
influence. Alternatively, it may have an interest in the geographic scope (that is, a smaller power’s
territory or polity) but have no stake in the specific terms of the bargain between larger and smal-
ler powers, such as America’s nineteenth-century Open Door policy in Asia, which required eco-
nomic access to Asia but did not challenge European spheres of control over those same
countries.80 Even a single region can accommodate multiple assertions of regional order as
long as the respective great powers’ preferences for order are compatible. As imperial Japan
emerged as a dominant player in nineteenth-century Asia, the British empire saw fit to acknow-
ledge the former’s growing control arrangements with other territories because at the time Japan
was not challenging Britain’s control over its areas of dominance in the region.81 In any of these
instances, a plausible basis exists for external powers to tacitly accommodate, if not explicitly rec-
ognise, another’s assertion of control and exclusion privileges.

77Lake, Hierarchy in International Relations, p. 3.
78Gilpin, War and Change in World Politics. This is so even when asymmetric bargains take the form of constitutional

orders. Ikenberry, After Victory, pp. 47–8.
79Alex Weisiger and Keren Yarhi-Milo, ‘Revisiting reputation: How past actions matter in international politics’,

International Organization, 69:2 (2015), pp. 473–95; Van Jackson, Rival Reputations: Coercion and Credibility in
US-North Korea Relations (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016).

80Dennett, American Relations in Eastern Asia; David M. Pletcher, ‘Rhetoric and results: a pragmatic view of American
economic expansionism, 1865–98’, Diplomatic History, 5:2 (1981), pp. 93–106.

81Montgomery, In the Hegemon’s Shadow, pp. 75–101; Ramon Hawley Myers and Mark R. Peattie, The Japanese Colonial
Empire, 1895–1945 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1984).
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By contrast, an external power will challenge another power’s asymmetric bargain with smaller
powers if it has future expectations that either the situation will worsen further over time or that
its own enlarging interests will grow more in tension with current arrangements. In the vast lit-
erature on power transitions, war is the expected outcome from great powers’ clashing preferences
for hegemonic order.82 A dominant power seeks to preserve a status quo arrangement of rules,
norms, and privileges, while a rising power with competing preferences seeks to challenge it.
The question of external power challenge to another’s assertions of control and exclusion thus
becomes one of the compatibility of respective preferences for order.83 The risk of contesting –
whether by war or other means – the strategic bargains another great power has fixed hinges
on either a rising external power’s expanding interests and how they intersect with those estab-
lished bargains, or the opposite, a declining external power whose interests are increasingly
harmed by the existing set of bargains.

Constructivism: Identity and discursive compatibility

In one of the only attempts to theorise spheres of influence, Susanna Hast took a critical approach,
arguing that ‘Spheres of influence are constructed in discourses …’ and therefore inherently nor-
mative constructs.84 Constructivism’s emphasis on identity and collectively held norms as keys
to understanding interest formation and actor behaviour is an alternative basis for explaining the
alignment and contestation involved in spheres of influence. Constructivism’s eschewal of causality
in favour of mutual constitution between agents and structures makes it easier to specify the reason
for alignment behaviour (why) than conditions that cause it (when):85 secondary actors permit pri-
mary actors to exercise control and exclusion over their third-party relations because they share a
high degree of identity compatibility. Although not a probabilistic statement, it does lay out an
alternative logic to account for alignment behaviour, by stressing identity content and convergences.
Still, we can render this understanding into a testable hypothesis in like-terms with rationalist
approaches by specifying the mechanisms that produce identity convergence: secondary actors
permit primary actors to exercise control and exclusion over their third-party relations when primary
actors socialise relevant discourses that are congruent with constitutive norms and discourses of
secondary actors.

Seen through this lens, alignment occurs because mutual identification produces conformity.
The mechanisms of control and exclusion consist of prescribed discourses – understood as nar-
ratives and practices that convey, represent, and reinforce feelings of solidarity or ‘we-ness’
between a primary actor and secondary ones. One state (or social group) generates discourses
that it exposes other states to through interaction. Other states (or social groups) then respond
to this socialisation by selective adoption through processes of localisation.86 Secondary state
elites drive this localisation process by identifying and adopting those elements of external
norms and discourses that can complement or be grafted to pre-existing internal political

82Gilpin, War and Change in World Politics; Jonathan M. DiCicco and Jack S. Levy, ‘Power shifts and problem shifts: the
evolution of the Power Transition research program’, Journal of Conflict Resolution, 43:6 (1999), pp. 675–704.

83Ibid.
84Hast, Spheres of Influence in International Politics, p. 4.
85Alexander Wendt, ‘Levels of analysis vs. agents and structures: Part II’, Review of International Studies, 18:2 (1992),

pp. 181–5.
86On socialisation, see Michael Zurn and Jeffrey T. Checkel, ‘Getting socialized to build bridges: Constructivism and

rationalism, Europe and the nation-state’, International Organization, 59:4 (2005), pp. 1045–79; Carol Atkinson,
‘Constructivist implications of material power: Military engagement and the socialization of states, 1972–2000’,
International Studies Quarterly, 50:3 (2006), pp. 509–37; Jeffrey T. Checkel, ‘Tracing causal mechanisms’, International
Studies Review, 8:2 (2006), pp. 362–70. On localisation, see Amitav Acharya, Whose Ideas Matter? Agency and Power in
Asian Regionalism (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2009); Andrew Phillips and J. C. Sharman, International Order in
Diversity: War, Trade and Rule in the Indian Ocean (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015), pp. 47–9.
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circumstances.87 Alignment behaviour is thus interpreted as a reflection of successful primary
actor socialisation and secondary actor localisation, bringing identities towards greater conver-
gence. Secondary actor relations with third parties are bounded and guided by successfully trans-
mitted discursive frames that ‘constrains how the stuff that the world consists of is ordered, and
so how people categorize and think about the world. It constrains what is thought of at all, what is
thought as possible, and what is thought of as the “natural thing” to do in a given situation.’88 So
when secondary actors challenge or resist what might be considered cultural hegemony in a
Gramscian sense, they do so because of either inadequate socialisation (insufficient exposure)
or incongruence between exported discourses and prevailing local (affective and normative)
conditions.

When control and exclusion take the form of successfully transmitted identity discourses,
external actor acceptance or contestation depends on their (third-party actor) identity compatibility
with the others (primary and secondary actors). To what extent is a third party’s constellation of
constitutive beliefs congruent or in common with that shared between primary and secondary
actors? To respect or contest the ideas and practices that two or more other actors share in com-
mon is neither a question of means nor a cost-benefit calculation; rather, it is about grants of
legitimacy, which is reducible to a question of compatible identity content between external
third parties and others. Where states have internalised opposing notions of permissible practices,
conflicts of interest potentially exist and conditions are more favourable for a ‘clash of civilisa-
tions’ logic to obtain. As democratic hegemons occupying dominant positions in world politics,
for example, Great Britain in the nineteenth century and the United States in the twentieth cen-
tury each faced numerous challenges from rising expansionist powers. For both states, their
approach to managing rising challengers hinged primarily on their similarity or difference in
form of governance compared with the rising challenger; each was more likely to respond to ris-
ing autocratic regimes with hedging or containment policies while showing a much greater will-
ingness to engage in appeasement of rising democratic powers.89 Daniel Kliman traces these
variations to the interaction of attributes associated with the different political identities.90

Relationalism: Structural dependency and collective action

The relational approach to questions of alignment and contestation yields still another distinct
explanation, based on its analytical privileging of ties among units rather than the units them-
selves. Relationalism’s structural perspective emphasises how relational patterns narrow and
widen opportunities for collective action, but does not in itself establish microfoundations of indi-
vidual behavioural incentives, as substantialist approaches tend to do.91 In this tradition, periph-
eral actors conform to the control and exclusion prerogatives of core actors when they are
structurally dependent on them. Alignment behaviour is explained as a structural dependency
in the relational sense, formed either because a peripheral actor has sparse inter-peripheral ties
and its closest and most frequent interactions are primarily with a core actor, or there is a dearth
of alternative core actors.92 A relational network structured in this way prods peripheral actors
towards alignment with core actor preferences in multiple ways. This may be because the periph-
eral actor is locked in to an asymmetric pattern of exchange that reproduces (symbolically or

87Ibid.
88Iver Neumann, ‘Discourse analysis’, in Audie Klotz and Deepa Prakash (eds), Qualitative Methods in International

Relations: A Pluralist Guide (New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2008), p. 62. See also Hast, Spheres of Influence in
International Politics, p. 5.

89Daniel M. Kliman, Fateful Transitions: How Democracies Manage Rising Powers, from the Eve of World War I to China’s
Ascendance (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2015).

90Ibid.
91Emirbayer, ‘Manifesto for a relational sociology’.
92Nexon and Wright, ‘What’s at stake in the American empire debate’, pp. 260–2.
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materially) a core actor’s centrality to the network, because the peripheral actor relies on the core
actor to bridge its relations with other peripheral actors, or because the peripheral actor lacks the
adequate ‘stuff’ (information or resources, whether symbolic or material) to coordinate collective
action among actors on the periphery.93 Conversely, peripheral actors possess greater optionality
and can more easily mobilise against core actor control when inter-peripheral ties are dense,
plausible alternative core actors exist, or a core actor is unable to exploit its structural position
to its advantage.94

In contemporary relations with the numerous smaller states on its periphery, China has estab-
lished control and exclusion ‘partnerships’ that leverage its economic centrality to them by delib-
erately linking trade, investment, and aid with political and security cooperation.95 Through
heterogeneous contracting96 – an approach made possible by China’s network position – it
has created a series of partnership agreements that grant China terms of control and exclusion,
leveraging what it calls ‘strategic comprehensive partnerships’ to ‘shape a more favourable polit-
ical environment for China’.97 Especially with smaller neighbours who are structurally dependent
on Chinese economic ties – including Mongolia, Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, and Kyrgyzstan –
China’s partnerships result in varying amounts of control over these states’ domestic institu-
tions.98 At the same time, and far from the Western concept of ‘most favoured nation’ trading
status, China uses the partnership mechanism with these states and others to establish exclusion-
ary privileges in relation to third parties. Terms of exclusion that China secures from peripheral
states through these partnerships include: foreswearing military and political alliances with third
parties that might be turned against China; securing exclusive access to certain areas of peripheral
territory for Chinese-only gas pipelines and other projects; and preventing third parties from
using the peripheral state’s territory against China.99

When spheres of influence take the form of network centrality, third-party exclusion from the
terms of core-periphery relations depends on position relative to the core actor. As with questions of
control, questions of exclusion are agnostic about actor motivations in favour of explaining the
opportunities and constraints that derive from an actor’s place in a network. And as with control,
the mechanism of exclusion in a relational approach has to do with how and where an actor is
embedded in a web of patterned interactions among actors. A third party has relatively few
opportunities to challenge or disrupt a core-periphery relational structure if it is an
out-of-network actor. Regional security complex theory, for instance, supposes that the ability
to influence patterns of amity and enmity among actors depends on being part of the same
region; distant actors lack opportunities to influence how and whether geographically proximate
actors undertake processes of competition and cooperation.100

93Hafner-Burton, Kahler, and Montgomery, ‘Network analysis for international relations’. All three dynamics manifest in
the ‘hub-and-spoke’ architecture of US alliances in Asia during the Cold War. See Victor Cha, Powerplay: The Origins of the
American Alliance System in Asia (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2016).

94Nexon and Wright, ‘What’s at stake in the American empire debate’, pp. 262–5.
95Suisheng Zhao, ‘China’s approaches toward regional cooperation in East Asia: Motivations and calculations’, Journal of

Contemporary China, 20:68 (2011), pp. 53–67; Jeffrey Reeves, Chinese Foreign Relations with Weak Peripheral States:
Asymmetrical Economic Power and Insecurity (London: Routledge, 2015).

96On at least one occasion, China’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs actively prevented the creation of a public list of its strategic
partners, reportedly out of ‘fears that it could lead to confusion and unnecessary discontent’ within its periphery. See Feng
Zhongping and Huang Jing, ‘China’s Strategic Partnership Diplomacy: Engaging with a Changing World’, Working Paper 8
(Madrid: European Strategic Partnerships Observatory, June 2014), p. 8.

97Zhongping and Jing, ‘China’s strategic partnership diplomacy’, p. 13.
98Reeves, Chinese Foreign Relations with Weak Peripheral States, pp. 27–8.
99Zhongping and Jing, ‘China’s strategic partnership diplomacy’, pp. 12–16; Reeves, China’s Foreign Relations with Weak

Peripheral States.
100Barry Buzan and Ole Wæver, Regions and Powers: The Structure of International Security (Cambridge: Cambridge

University Press, 2003).
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A third party’s interaction – or lack thereof – with a network of actors in which only one exhi-
bits high degree centrality is therefore likely to simply reify core-periphery dependencies between
other network actors except under two conditions. One is that the third party becomes an alter-
native hub or core actor, which grants peripheral actors an option that potentially alleviates
dependency on the original core actor. The second way a third party can disrupt a core-periphery
arrangement is by strengthening inter-peripheral ties, which rearranges the structure of the net-
work in a way that makes collective mobilisation easier. In the above example of China’s relations
with weak states on its periphery, third parties like the United States have relatively few oppor-
tunities to influence the holistic core-periphery control and exclusion that China has established
unless they are able to either supplant the economic role China plays in these peripheral econ-
omies or integrate peripheral states into a collective resistance or bargaining arrangement.

Spheres of influence within international hierarchies
This article’s focus on spheres of influence addresses a lacuna in the study of hierarchical inter-
national relations. Despite being a common part of not only world history but also contemporary
international politics, too few scholars have attempted to bring conceptual rigour to this phenom-
enon and too many have either taken it for granted or failed to take it seriously. This article has
shown that different theoretical traditions take, as a starting point, different assumptions about
the basic properties of spheres of influence – understood as one polity asserting some form of
control over another to the exclusion of third parties. The scope of control implicitly involves
third-party relations, but can also be much more expansive. Control and exclusion can be viewed
as broad mechanisms that produce one specific kind of unequal relations that we may call
‘spheres of influence’. Yet why and how those mechanisms are exercised – which different the-
ories account for in different ways – affects our expectations of the production, reinforcement
of, and departure from any particularised sphere of influence arrangement. Accordingly, the
most direct payoff from this article has been tracing how different theoretical assumptions furnish
different causal logics of control and exclusion, providing a common referent for a theoretically
diverse research agenda that understands spheres of influence as merely one type of international
hierarchy. We can ‘cash out’ the idea of spheres of influence differently depending on how we
think about practices of control and exclusion.

But this step of conceptual clarification also says something meaningful about the study and
practice of unequal international relations. The hierarchy literature is replete with particularistic
characterisations of specific historical hierarchies,101 as well as general theoretical statements
about the logic and hierarchical nature of international relations.102 Admittedly, some scholars
have engaged in middle-range theorising about hierarchies,103 but the emphasis in the literature
is not on specifying mechanisms of unequal relations. What practices are involved (or not
involved) in producing various international hierarchies? Here the literature has had little to
say. Foregrounding spheres of influence and how they function helps remedy that. A sphere of
influence – regardless how its practices are conceptualised – accounts for at least two dimensions
of hierarchy, between the subordinated and superordinated, and the quiescence or resistance of

101David C. Kang, East Asia before the West: Five Centuries of Trade and Tribute (New York: Columbia University Press,
2010); G. John Ikenberry, ‘American hegemony and East Asian order’, Australian Journal of International Affairs, 58:3
(2004), pp. 353–67; Evelyn Goh, The Struggle for Order: Hegemony, Hierarchy, and Transition in Post-Cold War East Asia
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013).

102Lake, Hierarchy in International Relations; Bially Mattern and Zarakol, ‘Hierarchies in world politics’; John M. Hobson
and J. C. Sharman, ‘The enduring place of hierarchy in world politics: Tracing the social logics of hierarchy and political
change’, European Journal of International Relations, 11:1 (2005), pp. 63–98.

103A rare example is Alexander Cooley’s M-form and U-form typology of hierarchies, which blends elements of the rela-
tional and rational-contractual approaches to spheres of influence highlighted here. Alexander Cooley, Logics of Hierarchy:
The Organization of Empires, States, and Military Occupations (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2005).
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third parties to that hierarchy. Spheres of influence do not represent a hierarchical form distinct
from hegemonies, empires, alliances, and other forms of unequal relations. But those ideal-type
hierarchies – about which much has been written – may or may not be double-coded as also con-
stituting a sphere of influence. As such, whether we should recognise a sphere of influence in an
unequal relation depends on more than mere asymmetry; it depends on whether practices of con-
trol and exclusion are found within or reify the hierarchical structure.

For example, the US bilateral ‘hub-and-spokes’ system in Asia is a series of formal, and con-
sensual, alliances, yet during the Cold War, it was also a distinctly American sphere of influence:
The United States exercised explicit mechanisms of control over its clients’ foreign policy deci-
sions that precluded communist encroachment, literally circumscribing the sovereignty of
Japan, South Korea, and others. Add to this the diffuse cultural hegemonic control over clients
as practised through the US-led ‘liberal international order’, and what you had were client states
in Asia that for decades were firmly entrenched in their alignment with the United States because
exclusionary control existed in more than one way. Since the end of the Cold War, however, we
cannot seriously think of America’s Asian allies as constituting an American sphere of influence.
Even the most stalwart US allies make their own national security decisions and pursue foreign
relations with countries like China and North Korea in a manner that all but proves the United
States no longer exercises the same kind of influence over its allies’ foreign policies as it did dur-
ing the Cold War. The cultural hegemonic context of the ‘liberal international order’, moreover,
may have reinforced US centrality in the past, but that same project today faces resistance inter-
nationally and from some quarters within the United States.

There is a practical dimension to this conceptual analysis too. Understanding what spheres of
influence are can help us navigate international politics by, for instance, distinguishing when
accusations of moral equivalency in international politics are valid or unfounded. Criticisms of
US foreign policy as masking an ‘American empire’ rarely, if ever, mean ‘empire’ in the narrow
ideal-typical sense of governance through the use of local intermediaries and heterogeneous con-
tracting;104 more precisely, such principled derision is typically targeting US sphere-of-influence
practices. And by that standard, the criticism fits some aspects of US foreign relations better than
others. Whereas US alliances in Europe or Asia are these days consensual and non-exclusive, the
United States does still exercise exclusionary control over Puerto Rico and its territorial holdings
in the Pacific.

Similarly, a rigorous sphere-of-influence concept can help us detect hypocrisy when policy-
makers in any government resort to doublespeak about their foreign policies. Whether
Chinese rhetoric about ‘win-win’ and harmonious relations with others or America’s ‘free and
open Indo-Pacific’, clarity about the assumptions and reasoning animating spheres of influence
in its various forms provides a standard by which to look beyond cheap talk and assess how hier-
archy is actually pursued and contested. Chinese rhetoric may emphasise ‘win-win’ harmonious
relations and Xi Jinping himself has explicitly denied pursuing a sphere of influence in the
Asia-Pacific.105 But should we put stock in his denial? Scholars and policymakers have observed
a pattern of China pursuing and exploiting network centrality in relations with states on its per-
iphery.106 They observe China using the United Front and economic penetration to circumscribe
the foreign policy choices of non-Chinese societies.107 And they observe China’s military casting
an exclusionary geopolitical shadow over contested territories that it then occupies itself, like
parts of the South China Sea.108 In all such cases, we can accurately label Chinese foreign policy

104Nexon and Wright, ‘What’s at stake in the American empire debate’.
105‘China not seeking “sphere of influence” in the Pacific, Xi Says’, Reuters (29 May 2019).
106Reeves, Chinese Foreign Relations with Weak Peripheral States.
107Alexander Bowe, ‘China’s Overseas United Front Work: Background and Implications for the United States’, a report of

the U.S.-China Economic and Security Review Commission (24 August 2018).
108Denny Roy, ‘South China Sea: Not just about “free navigation”’, Asia-Pacific Bulletin, 177 (2012), available at: {https://

www.eastwestcenter.org/publications/south-china-sea-not-just-about-free-navigation}.
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as attempting to exercise – whether deliberately or not – a sphere of influence, even though the
practices of exclusionary control manifest differently in different settings. And acknowledging as
much does not itself tell us what type of hierarchical regional order China seeks, since exclusion-
ary control can be found in all manner of unequal structures.

Perhaps most importantly, greater conscientiousness about how control and exclusion occurs
in hierarchical relationships provides a basis for strategies aimed at either countering or solidify-
ing spheres of influence. As a prima fascia observation, we might say that the more ways in which
control and exclusion occur in a given hierarchical relationship, the harder it will be to dislodge
or successfully contest. In this way, calling a thing by its right name is crucial, for it is the starting
point for not just theory development, but strategy and policy design as well.
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