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No Coexistence with the Usurper,
No Peace under Fragmented Rule?

How Ruling Coalition Legitimacy and Military Institutions
Shaped Shu and Wu’s Strategies Against Wei*

Chien-wu Hsueh™*

Abstract

At the end of the Eastern Han dynasty, China entered a period of warlord
fragmentation that culminated in a tripartite balance among Wei, Shu, and Wu
after the Battle of Red Cliffs. Although both Shu and Wu generally allied to
balance against the stronger state of Wei, as neorealist theory would predict,
the two states adopted markedly different strategies: the weaker Shu launched
repeated northern expeditions, displaying an offensive form of overbalancing,
whereas the relatively stronger Wu pursued a more restrained and defensive
approach. Existing balancing theories offer limited explanatory leverage for
this divergence. This article argues that the key lies in the distinct processes of
state formation in Shu and Wu, which shaped their ruling coalitions, military
institutions, and, consequently, their sources of political legitimacy and
capacities for mobilization. In Shu, persistent competition between non—local
elites and local factions meant that the legitimacy of non-native rulers
depended heavily on claims to restore the Han dynasty, making northern
campaigns a crucial basis for political authority. Shu’s centralized military
structure further enabled the concentrated mobilization required for such
offensives. By contrast, Wu emerged through cooperation between external
leaders and an entrenched local gentry, producing a more decentralized political
order. Wu’s security objectives centered on securing critical strategic locations
along the middle and lower Yangtze River rather than needing to invoke the

* DOI:10.6166/TIPS.202606 (108).0001
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restoration of the Han dynasty, and its dispersed military system favored local
defenses while limiting large-scale offensive capacities. This study not only
supplements the limitations of existing balancing theories, but also offers
broader theoretical insights into how states adopt different security strategies
when confronting external threats depending on their distinct legitimacy
requirements and mobilization capacities. The argument further provides an
analytical lens for understanding contemporary Cross—Strait relations, where
similar dynamics continue to shape state behavior.

Keywords: History and International Relations, the Three Kingdoms, Northern
Expedition, Overbalancing, Neoclassical Realism



