PREFACE AND ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

The premise of this book parallels a statement Ambassador Chas W. Free-
man, Jr., made at a public event on U.S.-China relations a few years ago. In
his usual coherent and articulate manner, he explained: “We have a copi-
ous literature of coercion. We have almost no literature of persuasion, and
yet in ordinary life, when we have a problem with our neighbor, if we’re
wise, we don’t pull the gun and say submit or else.” No doubt this point of
view draws from his decades of experience in U.S. foreign policy circles,
but there is evidence for it in the theory and praxis of international rela-
tions. How do we explain the complex interactions between large powers
and their smaller peers? Is it always the case that “might makes right”? Do
small states retain any voice or agency in their dealings with more formi-
dable neighbors? All these questions have been percolating in my head for
a number of years. I wanted to take a stab at answering them and in so
doing develop an explanation that is logically consistent, empirically valid,
and, most important, cogent and relatable to all those interested in the rise
of China as a political phenomenon. As will become clear in the pages to
follow, I wanted to focus on how small states can work together to induce
change in a large power’s behavior—not least in relation to the efficacy of
the use of force—and thus make a positive theoretical advance forward
with a probative argument about the causes for strong-state restraint. It is
my hope that the findings in this book will offer a refreshing perspective
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on what is arguably one of the most consequential developments in Asian
security and international politics.

It takes a village to produce a manuscript, and this project is no exce-
ption. It would not have been possible without numerous sources of
support, inspiration, and advice. I am indebted to Don Emmerson, Tom
Fingar, Bates Gill, Evelyn Goh, Iain Henry, Dave Kang, Andrew Kennedy,
Amy King, Gi-wook Shin, and Nina Silove for their thoughtful comments
on earlier drafts. In particular, Dave’s insights have made this a much bet-
ter book than it would otherwise have been. Likewise, I am grateful to
Caelyn Cobb at Columbia University Press for her editorial stewardship
throughout this project, and to the anonymous reviewers who went above
and beyond in providing detailed and constructive feedback amid an
ongoing pandemic that has caused much disruption and uncertainty
worldwide.

A version of the manuscript was presented at Stanford University’s
Freeman Spogli Institute for International Studies in summer 2018 and at
the Australian National University’s Strategic and Defense Studies Center
in fall 2017. I am also tremendously grateful for the research institutes,
archival centers, libraries, scholar-practitioners, and research interviewees
in Addis Ababa, Bandar Seri Begawan, Beijing, Canberra, Hanoi, Hong
Kong, Honolulu, Jakarta, Kinshasa, Kuala Lumpur, Manila, Monrovia,
Palo Alto, New York, Singapore, Taipei, and Washington, D.C., that
provided a rich array of research materials to help me complete the
manuscript.

At Yale-NUS College, the collegiality, friendship, and good counsel of
Charles Bailyn, Scott Cook, Eugene Choo, Trisha Craig, John Driffill,
Andreas Heinecke, Jeannette Ickovics, Jane Jacobs, Nomi Lazar, Pericles
Lewis, Michael Maniates, Brian McAdoo, Steve Monroe, Rohan Mukher-
jee, Terry Nardin, Paul O’Keefe, Steve Oliver, Anju Paul, Joanne Roberts,
Kate Sanger, Naoko Shimazu, Tan Tai Yong, Risa Toha, and Brandon
Yoder are instrumental. I could not have asked for a more supportive envi-
ronment to carry out my research during all these years. Special thanks to
Arjun Jayaraman, Joshua Leung, Daniel Ng, and Avery Simmons for
excellent research support—they truly understand the region inside out
and represent a new crop of Asia security watchers with their ears close
to the ground. I am especially grateful to David Cruickshank for poring
over earlier drafts and for his excellent editorial advice. This manuscript
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benefitted tremendously from the support of a social science resea-
rch grant from the Ministry of Education of the Republic of Singapore
(IG16-LR105) and the Lee Kong Chian NUS-Stanford Distinguished Fel-
lowship on Contemporary Southeast Asia (2018-2019).

Lastly, at the heart of it all is my family. When I decided to dedicate my
working life in pursuit of research, education, and scholarship, my parents
and brother supported this unconventional choice without blinking an
eye. My dad would have liked—and been very proud—to hold a copy of
this book in person; even when he was bedridden until the very end, he
would still check in on the manuscript’s progress. And, throughout it all,
Vanessa’s unconditional love and patience in putting up with an egghead
kept me grounded. It means the world to have such support and compan-
ionship at every step along the way and to know that I did not cross the
finish line alone. To hold fast and stay true to one’s cause and belief, it
takes a village indeed.






