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An Empirical Assessment of the
East Asian Tribute System:
A Case Study of Korea 1618-1637

Shih-Yueh Yang

Associate Professor
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Abstract

For nearly four centuries, Europe had the so-called Westphalian System
of sovereign states, in which balance of power was the basis of international
order. In contrast, for nearly six centuries, East Asia had the so-called
“tribute system,” a hierarchical order where China was the supreme leader.
Why? From a realist perspective, the tribute system was just a wrapper over
power politics based on material calculations of interest and benefit: East
Asian countries had no choice but submission to China’s hegemony.
However, from a constructivist perspective, the tribute system was not just
caused by China’s hegemony. The shared sino-centric culture in the region
was equally important. China gained the legitimacy of leadership due to its
cultural achievements. Which of these two arguments is valid? This study
attempts to answer this question by exploring China’s closest tributary
country, Korea. By tracing Korea’s decision-making processes from 1618 to
1637 in detail, this study can uncover the true logic behind Korea’s
submissiveness to China and thus improve our understanding toward the East

Asian tribute system. In the end, constructivist perspective is confirmed.

Keywords: China, East Asia, Hierarchical Order, Hegemonic Stability, Chinese

Culture
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