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Re-exploring the Polarity, War, and
Ideational Structure: Stability in the
Three Kingdoms Era

Shih-Yueh Yang *

The use of materials from ancient Chinese history to study
contemporary international relations theory has gained increasing
attention in recent years, sparking new research on polarization
and system stability, which had fallen dormant in Western
academia. At the same time, the role of ideational structures is
also gaining increasing attention. While not necessarily a decisive
factor, it is at least an alternative explanation that can compete
with material structures. After the existing studies of historic
periods in ancient China, the next logical step is to examine
another period in Chinese history that is well-known and also
well-suited to explaining the competition between material and
ideational structures: The Three Kingdoms period, a period that
is both well-known and widely discussed. This article conducts a
comprehensive investigation of existing ancient texts, extending
the theoretical scope of empirical evidence. It finds that the
explanation of material structure triumphs: the system in the
Three Kingdoms period was first a multipolar system, and then
super-multipolar system, and evolved into a unipolar system
thereafter. The system did become stable and then unstable again
accordingly.

* Professor, Graduate Institute of Strategic Studies, National Defense University, R.O.C.
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