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Abstract
East Asia is increasingly at the centre of debates among International Relations (IR) scholars. China’s pol-
itical, economic, and military ascendency is increasingly considered as a crucial test case for main
approaches to IR. Despite this renewed attention, mainstream theories employed to analyse contemporary
Asia are still remarkably Euro-centric. A wave of studies has argued in favour of a broad ‘decolonization’ of
theoretical concepts used to analyse East Asia as well as other regions. These efforts have produced several
distinct research agendas. Firstly, critical and post-colonial theorists have worked on the par destruens,
highlighting the inherent Euro-centrism of many IR concepts and theories. Secondly, scholars such as
Buzan and Acharya have promoted the idea of Global IR, seeking to advance a ‘non-Western’ and
non-Euro-centric research agenda. This agenda has found fertile ground especially in China, where several
scholars have tried to promote a Chinese School of IR. This article has three main purposes. Firstly, it
briefly explores the issue of Eurocentrism in IR studies dedicated to East Asia. Secondly, it maps the the-
oretical debates aimed at overcoming it, looking in particular at the ‘Global IR’ research programme and
the so-called Chinese School. Finally, it sketches a few other possible avenues of research for a very much
needed cooperation between Global IR and area studies.
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Introduction
During the last decade, the rise of China and the global power shift towards East Asia have
become a central focus for International Relations (IR) scholarship (Cox, 2012; Vezirgiannidou,
2013). The rise of China, in particular, has been considered as a new battleground for different
approaches to IR. Other key developments in the region have entered the forefront of the theoretical
discussion in the discipline. Examples are developments of different forms of economic and
political regionalism, evolution of the alliance relations, forms of cooperation in the field of
non-traditional security, just to mention a few.

This article, coherently with the rest of the Special Issue ‘Reaching for allies? The dialectics and
overlaps between International Relations and Area Studies in the study of politics, security and con-
flicts’, aims at promoting a critical reflection on how IR theory as a discipline approaches these
topics, and how, while doing it, engages with area studies and cognate disciplines. More specif-
ically, this article has three main purposes. Firstly, it explores the issue of Eurocentrism in IR
studies dedicated to East Asia. Secondly, it maps the theoretical debates aimed at overcoming
it, looking in particular at the ‘Global IR’ research programme and the so-called Chinese
School. Doing so, the article aims at contributing to the debate promoted by this Special Issue
on how to bridge the divide between IR and area studies (see Introduction). In particular, this
© The Author(s), 2021. Published by Cambridge University Press on behalf of the Società Italiana di Scienza Politica. This is an Open Access
article, distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution licence (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits
unrestricted re-use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited.
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article aims at demonstrating that the emergence and the development of post-Western theoret-
ical approaches represent a valuable opportunity to overcome several blindspots characterizing
positivist and mainstream approaches to IR, especially when it comes to the study of East
Asia. The article also highlights several limits these approaches might entail. The most evident
appears to be a tendency to essentialism and a limited capacity of theories and approaches to ‘tra-
vel’, namely, to explain different cases.1 The Chinese School in particular tends to ‘speak for
power’, producing concepts and analyses that can be considered functional to legitimate the pol-
itical narrative promoted by the Chinese government. In this sense, the Chinese School is affected
by some of the same problems post-colonial and theorists identify in mainstream theories.
Finally, the article sketches a few other possible avenues of research for a very much needed
cooperation between Global IR and area studies. More specifically, the article stresses the need
to broaden the conceptual and historical horizons of IR theory, including cases and samples asso-
ciated with a wider geographical and historical spectrum. This is not only functional to the pos-
sibility of collecting new data. It is necessary to reconsider the conceptual and theoretical limits of
certain categories that are deemed as universal and natural, such as state, sovereignty, anarchy,
market, or international order. On the one hand, this process would be useful for the discipline
to grow out of some of its Euro-centric bias and its limited engagement with non-Western regions.
On the other hand, it would represent an alternative to current assumptions associated with the
critical and post-Western theories as the emphasis on deconstruction and the promotion of
‘national approaches’. The latter often leads to assume that the behaviour of each country is excep-
tional and incommensurable and can be understood only referring to local conditions and local
concepts, foreclosing possibilities for comparison as well as theoretical and analytical progresses.

The rise of China and Eurocentrism in IR
Despite the renewed attention to the case of the rise of China, mainstream theories employed to
analyse contemporary Asia are still remarkably Euro-centric. A notable example is the Graham
Allison’s book Destined for War, in which, the author compares ancient Athens and Sparta
and other 16 cases of power transition, in order to advance a hypothesis on the future of US–
China relations. Most of the selected cases regard modern or contemporary Europe, or the US
and the USSR (Allison, 2017). As Kang has pointed out, from Allison’s perspective, ‘nothing
that happened in Asia over the past 2500 years, or elsewhere in the world, for that matter,
that is important enough to study’ (Kang, 2017).

Kang’s criticism points to an obvious weakness of IR theory: the majority of mainstream
approaches have been derived by and tested on European or Trans-Atlantic history. Then it
has been simply assumed that those theories are characterized by what Robert Gilpin called ‘time-
less wisdom’ and applied, and often misapplied, to other regional contexts (Gilpin, 1984).

Clearly, the history of other regions, or the study of the comparative evolution of non-Western
international systems, has been rarely used by IR scholars to produce and test their theories. A
prominent example of this logic is the comparison made by Aaron Friedberg between
post-Cold War Asia and Europe in the 1930s. Friedberg, involuntarily displaying the
Euro-centric bias of his reasoning, titled a 2000 Survival piece ‘Will Asia’s future be Europe’s
past?’ (Friedberg, 2000). Predictably, that article attracted the criticism of many scholars who
underlined how many assumptions drove the comparison: the centrality of Western history for
IR, the assumption of history as a cycle, and the general lack of focus on non-Western history
(Kang, 2003; Acharya, 2004; Hurrell, 2016; Kang and Lin, 2019).

A complete and exhaustive discussion of the Euro-centric bias in contemporary and classic IR
is surely beyond the space and the scope of this article. However, it is significant to mention a few

1Sartori (1970) argued concepts able to ‘travel’, explaining different cases in different times, are the building blocks of
political and social sciences.
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of the crucial concepts that at a close scrutiny immediately reveal their Euro-centric bias
(Hobson, 2012).

The first is the ‘myth of Westphalia’ (Osiander, 2001; Teschke, 2003). The peace of Westphalia
is generally considered a benchmark date for the foundation of the contemporary sovereign state
as well for the contemporary international system or international society. Realists have generally
assumed that every state in every historical configuration behaves ‘like units’, in an equalitarian
system, without functional differentiation, while maximizing their security or power (Waltz,
1979). As Kenneth Waltz stated, ‘the enduring anarchic character of international politics
accounts for the striking sameness in the quality of international life through the millennia’
(Ibidem). Despite recognizing the historical presence of different forms of international systems,
he argues that ‘international-political systems, like economic markets, are individualist in origin,
spontaneously generated, and unintentional’ (Ibidem).

The centrality of the Westphalian peace as a foundational benchmark for IR has been alimen-
ted also by other approaches. Constructivists such as Wendt and Jackson have argued that 1648
was a significant shift for international politics. According to Wendt, the Peace of Westphalia
represented one of the very few crucial passages between Hobbesian and Lockean type of anarchy
and the development of some forms of mutual recognition between states (Wendt, 1999).
Non-European or non-Western international systems do not appear in Wendt’s framework, or
at least implicitly they are supposed to conform to this trajectory.

The ‘classic’ English School, traditionally keener to historical research, has studied the inter-
action between the West and the rest theorizing the expansion of the European International
Society, explaining how other regions of the world absorbed the primary institutions of the
Westphalian European society of states, such as sovereignty, balance of power, diplomacy, and
international law (Bull and Watson, 1984). The contemporary English School has significantly
reconsidered the theory of the expansion of the international society, amending it from its
Euro-centric features and including a much more balanced and nuanced account of the often
brutal encounter between West and East in the colonials era (Suzuki, 2009; Buzan and
Lawson, 2014, 2015).

In general, however, IR theory tends to assume that any state would behave as a modern
Westphalian state. All states should have therefore similar rights and duties, they should not rec-
ognize any superior or inferior political entity, and they should conform to the ‘laws’ of balance of
power or hegemony.

The Westphalian myth leads to several problems for the discipline: it distorts our under-
standing of the emergence of the modern international system; it leads to misinterpretation of
major aspects of contemporary IR; it prevents from theorizing cross-regional interactions and
it thwarts the accommodation of pluralism in an increasingly globalized world (Kayaoglu,
2010).

Another significant issue is the lack of agency for the non-Western world. When non-Western
states and people are included in theoretical accounts, they tend to be passive and ‘without
agency’: depending on the perspective in which they were socialized, included, ‘civilized’,
absorbed, or colonized. They did not act in the process. They simply appeared in the picture
and, consequently in the discipline’s theoretical accounts, when they started to interact, often
in a very asymmetric way, with Western powers.

As underlined by Evelyn Goh, American IR, with its preference for positivism, has contributed
to this bias. On the one hand, the preference for positivist approaches and the search for ‘covering
laws’ has promoted a ‘hyper-westernized framework of cognitive biases and normative assump-
tions’, regarding states’ behaviour, stability of the system, balance of power, the nature of the
international order, as well as epistemological assumptions the alleged neutrality of the knowl-
edge produced by IR scholars (Goh, 2019).

Ultimately what appears clear is that different approaches in the discipline and in particular
structural realism, but also ‘mainstream’ constructivism, have approached Asia with theoretical
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instruments, concepts, and research agendas largely drawn from the European or at best
Trans-Atlantic history and with a methodological and epistemological approach strongly shaped
by the American hegemony in political science and IR.

The next section of the paper will engage with criticism offered to this problem and possible
solutions offered by critical IR, and promoters of the ‘Global IR’ or ‘non-Western IR’ schools.

Post-colonial, non-Western, and Global IR
A wave of studies has argued in favour of a broad ‘decolonization’ of theoretical concepts used to
analyse East Asia. This effort has produced several distinct research agendas. Firstly, critical and
post-colonial theorists have worked on the par destruens, highlighting the inherent Euro-centrism
of many IR concepts and theories. Secondly, authors such as Buzan and Acharya have promoted
the idea of Global IR, seeking to advance a ‘non-Western’ research agenda. This agenda has
found fertile ground especially in China, where several scholars have tried to promote a
Chinese School of IR.

Critical and post-colonial theorists have been at the forefront of the effort to criticize the
Euro-centric bias of many theoretical assumptions and approaches (Hobson, 2012; Hobson and
Sajed, 2017). On the one hand, critical theories have pointed out how mainstream approaches can-
not be considered as neutral but should rather be considered as expression of the perspective of
their authors and the social, economic, and political forces in which they live and write. In
other words, against positivism, no social theory can express a neutral point of view, but rather
a biased, contingent, and socially and politically located perspective, informed by the hegemonic
forces shaping a given system (Tickner, 2003). As Robert Cox has argued: ‘there is no such thing as
theory in itself, divorced from a standpoint in time and space. When any theory so represents itself,
it is the more important to examine it as ideology, and to lay bare its concealed perspective’ (Cox,
1987). From this point of view, possibly with a bit of exaggeration, much of mainstream IR appears
to be an expression of US and Western material and ideological hegemony, rather than the result
of neutral and unbiased scholarship aiming at discovering the inner workings of international pol-
itics (Cox, 1983; Gill, 1993; Hopf, 2013). Therefore, theories such as the hegemonic stability theory
(or its liberal variants, à la Ikenberry), for instance, would be considered as a form of legitimation
for the US hegemony (Seth, 2009). Moreover, critical theory aims at denouncing the ‘technical rea-
son’ dominant in mainstream IR (Neufeld, 1995) and its conservative bias, trying to avoid, in the
words of Kimberly Hutchins, ‘reproduce the patterns of hegemonic power of the present’
(Hutchings, 2021).

Building on these positions, critical theorists have highlighted the necessity to understand the
role of hegemonic intellectual forces in the development of IR as a discipline, consider multiple
empirical and theoretical points of view, and the relative nature of many epistemological
assumptions.

Post-colonial theorists have built on these assumptions putting forward several key arguments:

1. The notion of ‘neo-colonialism’, namely the idea that post-colonial states have developed
different forms of dependence from the West or, more specifically, their former colonial
powers that can vary from psychological, social, technological, and economic (Sajed,
2013; Tickner, 2013; Persaud and Sajed, 2018).

2. The rejection of the idea that modernity has been developed in Europe to be exported in
other areas of the world, to be replaced by the concept that modernity has developed
through the interaction between the West and the colonial world, through forms of global
interaction (Chakrabarty, 2000; Buzan and Lawson, 2015).

In this sense, the post-colonial approach seeks, as Sanjay Seth put it, to ‘provincialize Europe’,
in three different ways. Firstly, it challenges the centrality accorded to Europe as the historical
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source and origin of the international order; secondly, it questions the universality accorded to
moral and legal perspectives which reflect and reproduce the power relations characteristic of
the colonial encounter; finally, it underlines the constitutive role of knowledge in IR, reminding
how concepts and representations shape political categories and practices (Seth, 2011).

3. The renewed significance given to the interaction between core and periphery in the devel-
opment of modernity (Pomeranz, 2000; Buzan and Lawson, 2015). From this point of view,
the core–periphery relationship is a crucial constituent of the contemporary international
system as much as anarchy and distribution of power. In particular, the development of
technology, the industrial revolution, and the rise of capitalist modernity have turned sep-
arate regional orders into a global international order that encompassed elements of parity
among states as well as elements of hierarchy between the core and the periphery of the
system. In this sense, in the words of Persaud and Sajed, ‘The Third World has been a
maker of the international system as much as it has been made by it’ (Persaud and
Sajed, 2018).

4. The fact that the patterns of inclusion/exclusion, subordination, socialization, and adapta-
tion have decisively shaped the course of the political development of key non-European
States such as Turkey, Japan, and Russia (Zarakol, 2010). The hierarchical and racialized
nature of the international order developed between the XIX and the XX, determined by
the expansion of the European international society, has fundamentally influenced the
interaction between the West and the key non-Western powers. This element is crucial
both to understand those states’ choices in the past and their legacy, but also how
non-Western powers perceive the contemporary international order and their role within it.

5. The rejection of the idea that IR should be, following Waltz, about ‘few important things’
and about ‘great powers’. On the contrary, post-colonial theorists highlight the necessity to
look at the role of ‘subjects and powerless’ and their perspective, in order to provide an
account of the role and the perceptions of actors that are different from great powers
and economic and political elites. This, in turn, entails both a criticism of mainstream
approaches as well as a different angle of observation to the objects of the scholarly analysis.
This argument implies the recognition of multiple forms of normative agency associated
with non-Western states and non-hegemonic ideas and norms (Acharya, 2014).

These arguments and these assumptions contributed to the approach labelled ‘Global IR’ or
‘non-Western IR’ promoted mainly by Barry Buzan and Amitav Acharya (Acharya and Buzan,
2007, 2019). This project aimed at searching for new intellectual resources that could originate
in non-Western theories of IR. In particular, they sought to: survey the thinking about IR theory
in the non-Western countries; discuss whether it has been excluded from the Western debates;
examine the historical, political, and philosophical resources of the country/area concerned
with an evaluation of how these do or don’t play into the debates about IR theory; and assess
how they might form the basis of an indigenous non-Western IR theory. Finally, assessing
how the key Western IR concepts such as sovereignty, statehood, legitimacy, balance of power,
great power fit or don’t fit with local traditions and practices.

This project was built on the necessity to overcome Eurocentrism in IR and welcoming the
idea that theories are not neutral but are conditioned by the context in which they have been ela-
borated, while they refrain from considering IR theories as expression of intellectual hegemony.
As Acharya has argued, ‘the main theories of IR are too deeply rooted in, and beholden to, the
history, intellectual traditions, and agency claims of the West, to accord little more than a mar-
ginal place to those of the non-Western world’ (Acharya, 2016: 8). Therefore, they argue that the
discipline needs to develop a more plural approach built on different regional and national
schools.
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The Chinese School and its limits
Chinese scholars, within the country as well as outside, are those who took the idea of
non-Western theory and ‘national’ theories of IR more seriously. The Chinese School of IR
have emerged in the last 10 or 15 years2 with the works of IR theorists such as Qin Yaqing
(Qin, 2006, 2007) and Yan Xuetong3 (Yan, 2011, 2014, 2020), and the philosopher Zhao
Tingyang (Zhao, 2006, 2009).

The Chinese School has received a significant attention also outside the Chinese academia,
generating a debate that has involved scholars such as Barry Buzan, William Callahan, Astrid
Nordin, and Linus Hagström (Callahan, 2008; Wang and Buzan, 2014; Nordin, 2016;
Hagström and Nordin, 2019).

The key insight of the first three was the idea of re-founding the main concepts and
approaches to IR departing from ancient Chinese thinking, especially from the pre-Qing era.
As a consequence, they drew on classic authors such as Confucius primarily, but also Laozi
and Mencius, as well as Daoist philosophy. This attempt to ground a new theoretical approach
somehow mirrored the fact that contemporary realism is based on concepts originally put for-
ward by Western classical political thinkers such as Thucydides, Hobbes, and Machiavelli.

Within the Chinese School, it is possible to identify two distinct contributions. The first looks
at Confucian concepts such as harmony and hierarchy, associated with Yan Xuetong and Zhao
Tingyang’s contributions, and the idea of relationality, promoted mainly by Qin Yaqing.

The concept of harmony (hexie) refers to the possibility and the necessity of finding an agree-
ment between different positions and different values, without resorting to conflict and violence.
The condition of harmony does not entail homogeneity, but the possibility of coexistence between
differences. The Confucian tradition also contributes to a substantial re-evaluation and reconsid-
eration of the political order generated by the Chinese Empire. As Yan Xuetong has argued, his-
torically the Chinese world order was based on ‘humane authority’ (wang), rather than on
hegemony (ba). As he stated: ‘The root difference between humane authority and hegemonic
authority is that the former relies on morality and the latter on material power to uphold interstate
order’ (Yan, 2011). The stability of the Imperial system, as a consequence, is interpreted to be a
function of morality and constraints on power, rather than on pure economic and military might.

The other key idea is that the reinterpretation of Chinese is the concept of Tianxia (all under hea-
ven). Both classic and more recent literature in the fields of Chinese history and IR theory have dis-
cussed extensively whether and how the idea of Tianxia, and the Sino-centric world order,
represented an accurate representation of the reality of Asia before the age of imperialism, or if
those concepts reflected an ideological construction to legitimize the Chinese imperial power, or
even if they were simply a historical myth (Fairbank and Chen, 2020; Zhang and Buzan, 2012).

The most influential contemporary reinterpretation of the Tianxia system has been proposed
by the philosopher Zhao Tingyang. In this interpretation, the ‘Middle Kingdom’ was a benevolent
empire that provided stability and prosperity through morality and moderation. This system was
destroyed by Western imperialism in the 19th century (Zhao, 2006; Callahan, 2015).

Before the rise of Western imperialism, China was able to underpin a peaceful, stable, and just
international order. As Zhao himself has put it:

Nearly 3000 years ago, China created a universal system that was supposed to be of-and-for the
world in terms of all under heaven (Tianxia). It was designed to create the compatibility of all

2Buzan and Wang argue that the first efforts to promote a Chinese approach to IR can be traced back to the late 1980s and
early 1990s with the works of Liang Shoude and Zhang Minqian in Chinese. The first significant publication in English can
be considered as Qin (2006, 2007).

3Yan Xuetong was initially critical of the idea of a ‘national’ Chinese IR theory, but later contributed to the project with his
Ancient Chinese thought, modern Chinese power. It is also necessary to underline that part of Yan’s work is dedicated to a
rather positivist approach to methods and to the analysis of US–China relations in terms that are familiar with neorealism.
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peoples of all nations and embodied the Chinese ideal of perpetual peace. […] A net like world
system that would create interdependence among all nations and guarantee the shared goods
and benefits that were attractive to every nation in the network. The ‘great harmony’ of all peo-
ples and perpetual peace were the hopeful outcomes of the Tianxia system (Zhao, 2013).

The idea of Tianxia and Sinocentic order in the Chinese debate reflects the growing awareness
of and pride in the country’s ancient civilization and its contribution to the world. These con-
cepts, however, also contribute to the construction of a new form of Chinese exceptionalism
(Zhang, 2013). The Tianxia system was an alternative to the Westphalian world, built on formal
equality and power politics. In contrast, the Sino-centric model was rooted in Chinese superiority
by virtue and morality (Dian, 2017).

The concept of Tianxia reflects a very elitist idea of how a polity and, by extension, the inter-
national order, should be governed. As Zhao himself has stated, ‘most people do not really know
what is best for them, but […] the elite do, so the elite ought genuinely to decide for the people’
(Zhao, 2006). This narrative creates a key moral distinction between China and the West. While
the first is depicted as inherently moral and able to generate stability and harmony, the latter is
portrayed as decaying, individualist, and immoral. Consequently, the Westphalian system, but
also by extension the current rules-based order, should be transcended (Callahan, 2008;
Zhang, 2012; Breslin, 2021).

The other contribution of the China School is related to the work of Qin Yaqing and in particu-
lar to his emphasis on relationality. Qin describes two different approaches to global governance: a
rules-based approach and a relational approach and uses Europe and East Asia as case studies.
According to Qin, both forms of governance exist in the contemporary international society, but
the former is far more present given Western intellectual and political hegemony. Rules-based gov-
ernance is considered to be shaped by the American and European tradition and post-war experi-
ence, and reflects Western individualism. Therefore, rational states are then able to interact with one
another according to the various rules, institutions, and regimes that govern those relations. A rela-
tional approach, on the other hand, operates on the basis of mutual trust. This approach highlights
the necessity of negotiation rather than control and predictability (Qin, 2010, 2011, 2018).

Qin’s logic of relationality is rooted in the Daoist zhongyong dialectics. It stresses the role of
conciliation of the opposites and complementarity over confrontation and differences. From
this perspective, relations between powers, rather than being shaped by systemic constraints,
are defined by processes and interactions that can lead to complementary interaction and inclu-
sive coexistence (Qin, 2018).

The concept of relationality is central also to the work of LHM Ling. While she did not neces-
sarily identify with the Chinese School,4 her work had a similar inspiration to Qin’s, in terms of
critique of the Western approaches and efforts to ground an alternative theory on Chinese con-
cepts associated with the Daoist dialectic (Ling, 2018).

Liang’s critique is much more radical compared with the rest of the Chinese School, since,
adopting a feminist and post-colonial perspective, she sought to offer an alternative to state-
centrism, violence, and permanent conflict characterizing ‘Westphalian IR’, with the equality,
multiplicity, and hybridization between different subjects stemming from Daoist dialectic.

Overall, it can be argued that the Chinese School tends to essentialize identities, historical leg-
acies, and cultural traits, to explain foreign policy behaviours or specific orientations in inter-
national affairs. This approach offers a substantially essentialist reading of Chinese foreign
policy, stressing the causal effect of the Chinese Confucian culture (Hwang, 2021). Another,
and maybe even more fundamental, problem is the risk of ‘talking for power’. In doing so,

4Ling criticized the Chinese school for its paternalism and state-centrism and argued that her work seeks to promote an
open, democratic, and Global IR rather than a ‘Chinese IR’ (Ling, 2018). Elsewhere, she argued her approach ‘recognizes but
not restrict itself to national schools of IR’ (Ling, 2018: 27)
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they contribute to creating or to legitimizing a political discourse proposed by the national gov-
ernment or by the national elite.5 In other terms, IR theorists, especially when they conceptualize
the role of a country as exceptional, can, voluntarily or not, justify the policy choices of a govern-
ment. This undermines the effort to produce knowledge aimed at understanding the world. In
this way, the Chinese School might be affected by the same limits many critical and post-
structuralist scholars identify in ‘mainstream’ theories such as contemporary liberalism or the
hegemonic stability theory. From this perspective, if the latter can be interpreted as the intellec-
tual superstructure of the US hegemonic role, the Chinese School could be considered functional
to justify Beijing’s power and role in the world.

In the case of the Chinese School, it is hard to separate concepts that can be considered ana-
lytically useful and concepts that should be considered as functional to feed the narrative the gov-
ernment itself is trying to build. This is the case of concepts such as peaceful rise, peaceful
development, new type of great power relations, Community of Common Destiny, and
Chinese Dream (Dian, 2017; Rolland, 2020; Williams, 2021). This fusion of exceptionalism, pre-
scription, and description appears clearly from Yan’s words:

Learning from the distinction between humane authority and hegemony in pre-Qin times,
the strategy for China’s rise in its foreign policy should be distinct from that of the United
States in three areas. First, China should promote an international order that takes as its
principle a balance between responsibilities and rights. Second, China should reflect on
the principle of reverse double standards, namely, that more developed countries should
observe international norms more strictly than less developed ones. Third, China should
promote the open principle of the traditional idea of all under heaven as one, that is,
China should be open to the whole world and all the countries in the world should be
open to China (Yan, 2011: 245).

Finally, so far the concepts and the theories promoted by the Chinese School seem to have pro-
blems to ‘travel’, namely they are not able to explain other cases, different from the Chinese case.
This is surely a major shortcoming, even from the perspective of those than can be sympathetic
with critical approaches to IR. Understanding the consequences of the rise of China is possibly
one of the crucial aims of contemporary IR, but it cannot surely be the only possible field of applic-
ability for any theory, even if we attach to the theory a very loose meaning and we accept the meth-
odological and ontological arguments promoted by critical and post-modernist approaches.

As Acharya has highlighted, building generalizable concepts and theories represents the next
necessary step for the Chinese School as well as for other theories associated with ‘Global IR’
(Acharya, 2016).

Current theoretical challenges and the need for cooperation with area studies
Cooperation between IR theory in general, and specifically Global IR, and area studies is neces-
sary, and potentially very fruitful for both disciplines. Here I will mention a few empirical and
theoretical issues that would particularly benefit from it and would contribute to the research
agenda of Global IR. This would help expand the theoretical horizon of the discipline, while pro-
viding better instruments to analyse real-world political choices.

1. The necessity to expand the historical and geographical horizon of ‘samples’ and ‘cases’.
This need regards both quantitative and qualitative approaches. Research aiming at testing

5It is important to underline that Xi Jinping has called for an effort to use the Chinese wisdom and tradition to promote
new Chinese solutions for global governance (Xi, 2015). While it cannot be argued that the development of the Chinese
school has been directly affected by it, the ‘sinification’ of IR concepts is coherent with the government’s objective of produ-
cing a new narrative aimed at legitimizing Beijing’s great power role.
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theories rarely engaged with samples and cases that regard non-Western cases or
non-Western history. A non-Euro-centric discipline should be able to incorporate cases
from other regions of the world as well as other periods than the 19th and 20th centuries
before claiming the ‘universal validity’ of their claims (Johnston, 2012).

At the same time, since the vast majority of IR scholars are well versed in European and
Trans-Atlantic history but not in the history of other regions, it would be difficult to test theories
and concepts on cases and histories of other geographical areas. This is probably another good
reason to engage area studies and area scholars. This expansion of the empirical and historical
horizon would not just constitute the discovery of new repository of data, against ‘testing’
main theories and concepts. On the contrary, it would constitute an occasion to rethink the
alleged ‘universal validity’ of assumptions and concepts that have mainstream IR, such as
anarchy, sovereign equality, the relationship between states and markets, and balance of power.

2. Overcoming the idea of the Weberian-Westphalian state as the only unit of any given inter-
national system. The idea that the system is necessarily composed of an ordinating prin-
ciple (anarchy) and its units (national states) is one of the most enduring legacies of the
Waltzian approach to IR. This fundamentally inhibits a sound and historically aware ana-
lysis of areas and periods in which the Weberian state was not present or fully developed or
interacted with other forms of statehood and political structures. An example of the latter
are recent works on British and European encounters with pre-colonial Asia, based on con-
tacts between Western non-state agents such as the East India Company and local author-
ities (Bose and Horizons, 2006; Phillips and Sharman, 2015; Phillips, 2016a). These insights
are functional to a number of possible progresses both for IR theory and for the dialogue
with area studies and global history. Firstly, admitting the significance of non-state actors,
social and political networks, and hybrid forms of political organizations different from the
modern state in the encounter between Europe and the non-European world, especially in
the colonial era, opens up to a significant convergence with the main purpose of contem-
porary global history, interested in uncovering and describing the web of social and cultural
regional and global networks (Berg, 2013; Perez Garcia and De Sousa, 2018; Veevers, 2020).
This helps revising the theoretical accounts of what the English School defines as the
‘expansion of the international society’, namely the process that has led non-Western states
to adopt the main features of the Western and European international order and the
Westphalian state (Bull and Watson, 1984). These emerging accounts underline that het-
erogeneity rather than homogeneity in terms of forms of political organizations, especially
in Asia in the pre-colonial and the colonial era (Phillips, 2016b). This element in turn helps
providing a more sophisticated picture of the ascendency of the West in the XIX century
and its legacies for the contemporary ‘rise of the East’ (Buzan and Lawson, 2015)

3. The coexistence of hierarchy and anarchy. As scholars contest the theoretical necessity of
the modern nation as the main actor of the international system, the debate has moved on
to contest the second main assumption of the Waltzian theoretical scheme, the issue of
anarchy and sovereignty equality. This has generated a number of different debates. For
instance, the new hierarchy studies have investigated the possibility of considering hier-
archy as an alternative organizing principle for the international order and how hierarchy
affects agents’ behaviour (MacDonald and Lake, 2008; Mattern and Zarakol, 2016;
McConaughey et al., 2018).

Another important debate refers to the so-called ‘third wave of hegemonic studies’ (Ikenberry
and Nexon, 2019). This research programme, trying to find a synthesis between theories on
hegemony, power transition, and international order, opens new avenues of research to investi-
gate the patterns of contestation, socialization, and resistance both at the global and regional level.
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This insight is particularly important to understand the rise of China as well as the broader pro-
cess of renegotiation of the regional order in East Asia. On the one hand, the Chinese ascendency
has generated a direct contestation of pre-existing hierarchies of power, status, and prestige, as
well as consolidated norms. This process has in turn led to responses by other regional states,
and by the US, that have sought to reaffirm and consolidate the main normative pillars of the
regional order (Foot, 2019; Goh, 2019; Dian and Meijer, 2020). On the other hand, Beijing’s
new centrality in the region has generated new forms of hierarchies, especially in the economic
sector (Li, 2019; Liu and Liu, 2021). The effects of the presence and the possible evolution of this
dual hierarchy on the stability of the order, on the compliance with key norms and principles, as
well as on the strategies of large and middle powers in the region are likely to be central for IR
scholars and area specialists alike in the near future (Loke, 2021).

4. Investigating other pathways to modernity. IR as a discipline is remarkably anchored to
several very linear stories of progress and modernity. The first is the liberal version that
links the rise of capitalism and democracy within fully formed nation states, and describes
it as the main ‘cause’ of peace. The second is the classification promoted by Alexander
Wendt of the possible progress from Hobbesian, Lockean, and Kantian anarchies
(Wendt, 1999). The third is the ‘expansion story’ promoted by the classic English
School, that assumes that European states developed the main primary institutions of
the international society and later on they socialized the entire world to its main rules
and norms (Bull and Watson, 1984). This narrative has been integrated by the solidarist
version of the English School that sees the possibility and the necessity of a further devel-
opment of an international society based on primary institutions rooted on the centrality of
the individual and the possibility to transcend the Westphalian features of the international
society. As in the classic ‘expansion’ story, the process of socialization tends to go from the
‘Western Core’ to the ‘non-Western periphery’.

These narratives at once tend to deprive non-Western actors of agency and negate the possi-
bility of a multiplicity of pathways to modernity, limiting both the efforts to theorize how differ-
ent states and regions came to terms with political, social, and economic modernity and the
historical account of these processes. Moreover, in many non-Western states, the development
of the nation state, the development of a capitalist economy, and the process of liberalization
and inclusion of the political system did not happen in the same sequence as in Europe and
the US.

The historical investigation and the theorization of the processes of the led non-Western states
are crucial to understand their past and present role in the international system as well as their
relationship with the current rules and norms of the international system. Examples are, for
instance, the works of Shogo Suzuki on China’s and Japan’s entry in the international society dur-
ing the late 19th century, that underlines the brutality of the impact with the West, that deeply
differs from the rather benevolent portray of the classic English School (Suzuki, 2009). Another
path-breaking work from this point of view is Ayse Zarakol’s investigation on Turkey, Japan,
Russia, and the role of stigma against the outsiders of the international order (Zarakol, 2010).

It is important to underline that the contemporary debate on these issues has moved beyond
the pure ‘critique’ of the mainstream approaches and it has tried to promote a nuanced under-
standing of the processes that have characterized non-Western states and regions pathways to
modernity. To do so, many works in this field have located themselves in a middle ground
between critical and mainstream approaches. In particular, while they maintain the necessity
to investigate different points of view and perspectives on social and political processes, they
keep open the necessity to build a theoretical framework able to ‘travel’ and elucidate different
cases in different regions. This perspective is increasingly relevant for the study of contemporary
international politics in East Asia. In particular, it is important to understand how different
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regional and national pathways to modernity shape the current perception of the international
order as well as other actors. Each pathway to modernity is crucial to understand how great
powers might attempt to reform or contest the regional order. This element is central to under-
stand China’s vision of the current regional order and its main normative foundations, such as
sovereignty and non-interference (Dian, 2017; Rolland, 2020).

5. States and markets. As Karl Polanyi argued back in 1944, markets do not appear spontan-
eously when the state retreats, but they are rather embedded in a social, political, and his-
torical context (Polanyi, 1944). As a consequence, understanding the origin and the
development of market institutions in non-Western regions is crucial to understand
both the development of economic regionalism and regional economic orders and the
approach of non-Western nations to global economic governance.

For instance, the Japanese and South Korean approaches to global and regional economic gov-
ernance are inextricably linked to the rise (and fall) of the developmental state and the dialectic
between Western influence and adaptation of foreign models to local interests (Calder, 1991;
Johnson, 1995; Woo-Cumings, 1999).

Something similar can be argued for the Chinese case. The study of China’s economic history,
as well as the analysis of the development of the current ‘state capitalist’ model and the mutual
influence it has had on China’s political system, is crucial to understand how Beijing approaches
the global and regional economic order (McNally, 2012; Naughton and Tsai, 2015). Yet, relatively
few studies have explicitly tried to assess how the consolidation of the state capitalist model,
together with the expansion of the Chinese economic presence and influence in Asia and globally,
has an impact on the normative and institutional foundations of the international economic
order (Dian and Menegazzi, 2020; Breslin, 2021). Nevertheless, this aspect can be considered cen-
tral for the study of the renegotiation of the international order generated by the rise of China.

6. Globalization and localization of norms. Another key area of research is represented by the
relationship between diffusion of global norms and localization of norms at the regional
level. As Amitav Acharya has highlighted, in the ‘global South’, states tend to attach differ-
ent values and interpret global norms differently, especially those generated by the West.
The process of socialization to global norms, and their possible adaptation to local
needs and ideas, is strongly influenced by the ‘cognitive prior’ of any given region or
state. Moreover, states often create and consolidate their own rules in order to resist exter-
nal influence or dominance from great powers (Acharya, 2011a, 2011b).

The investigation of the interaction between global and local norms is still in its infancy, des-
pite the fact that several valuable works have been already published on the topic (Stubbs, 2008;
Bellamy and Beeson, 2010; Ban, 2016). Both constructivist approaches and the contemporary
English School appear to be particularly equipped for this task, and particularly for the investi-
gation of the global/local interaction, among others, in the fields of diplomacy, human rights pro-
tection, the development of markets and capitalism, and diplomatic practices.

This dynamic is crucial for the analysis and the theorization of current processes of contest-
ation of the international order, both at the regional and at the global level. Rising powers in Asia
have ceased to be ‘norms takers’ and have started to promote the forms of regional and global
governance informed by their own ideas, norms, models of developments and interests (Foot,
2019). Chinese initiatives such as the Asia Infrastructure and Investment Bank (AIIB) and the
Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), or initiatives such as the Regional Comprehensive Economic
Partnership (RCEP), rooted in the centrality of ASEAN are just a few examples (Dian and
Menegazzi, 2020; Ye, 2020). Understanding both the patterns of resistance to global norms,
often associated with liberal and Western ideas and practices, as well as the possibility of
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regionalization and globalization of non-Western norms, represents therefore a key field of
enquiry for scholars working at the intersection of IR and AS.

7. Avoiding essentialism. Many IR theorists have tended to essentialize Asian traits and attri-
bute an excessive causal weight on cultural and identity-related variables. An example is the
debate on the role of Confucianism as a ‘pacifist attitude’ and the debate on Confucian
peace (Kang, 2010; Kelly, 2012; Larsen, 2013; Phillips, 2018).

On the one hand, it is entirely legitimate to argue that Confucian values and the social struc-
ture informed and shaped by those values have played a significant role in East Asian inter-
national politics both historically and today. On the other hand, attributing the peacefulness of
the Sino-centric order entirely on its Confucian characteristics is probably as accurate as attrib-
uting the bellicosity of the early Modern Europe to the Christian features of the European culture.

The essentialization of the Confucian identity is particularly significant in the writings of the
Chinese School that tends to portray the PRC as inherently pacifist, reformist, and inclusive, as
opposed to a West willing to impose its own interests and values, also through conflict (Zhang,
2013; Hwang, 2021). This process tends to further strengthen the tendency to speak for power,
reproducing the same dynamic that many critical and post-colonial theorists denounce in main-
stream theories of IR, from the contemporary liberalism to the hegemonic stability theory.

Cooperation and communication between area studies and IR is particularly significant to
avoid accepting at face value these assumptions promoted by the Chinese School. IR scholars,
particularly on the post-colonial and critical side, should underline how Chinese theories, as
much as Western theories, should go through a process of deconstruction and criticism. More
attention and dialogue with area scholars and historians of modern and pre-modern Asia
would probably help reconsidering the vision of an essentialized China as an ideological con-
struction rather than an accurate historical description that can function as a foundation for a
new theoretical approach (Wang, 2010; Pines, 2012; Hui, 2020).6

Conclusion
This article has suggested how cooperation between IR theory and area studies has been and is
likely to continue to be, very fruitful as well as necessary for both disciplines. As East Asia and
other non-Western regions gain an increasingly central position in international politics as well as
in scholarly discussions, IR theory needs to broaden its horizons, both in theoretical and in
empirical terms. On the one hand, IR scholars need to recognize that many of the concepts
and assumptions on which the discipline have been built upon do not necessarily fit an increas-
ingly plural, globalized, and interconnected world. This does not mean to radically reject the
main progresses the discipline has done in the last decades. It rather means considering as relative
concepts and assumptions what we previously considered endowed of ‘timeless wisdom’, and uni-
versal validity. It also means seeking to expand the ‘sample’ of cases, geographically and histor-
ically, against which theories are ‘tested’.

Overall, testing new limits of theories and concepts does not mean rejecting them altogether, it
rather means gaining a better understanding of their validity as heuristic devices. Therefore, con-
cepts such as sovereignty, balance of power, hegemony, and statehood can find different applica-
tions in different contexts. They can be extremely useful for most concepts to analyse some
regional and international order, while they can be less useful for others.

While critical and post-colonial studies have played an important part in the effort of ‘global-
izing’ the discipline, opening to new voices and perspectives, their effort has largely concentrated

6IR theorists that have seriously engaged the history of pre-modern China tend to underline the recurrence of conflict both
within China and between the Chinese Empire and other political units. An example is Hui (2005).
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on the pars denstruens related to the critique of colonialism, racism, and other forms of exploit-
ation. While those are, and remain, legitimate arguments, it is also important to build new the-
oretical frameworks, or to improve the existing ones, making sure that they are able to provide
new insights on international politics of the present and of the past, in various world regions.
Very often critical and post-colonial theorists have rejected the concept of generalizability
altogether, limiting the possibility of a fruitful debate both with mainstream theories and with
area studies.

The final consideration of this paper is related to the idea of building ‘national schools’ of IR,
such as the Chinese School. While the idea of integrating insights from other intellectual tradi-
tions is fascinating and entirely legitimate, the actual research project has tended to produce new
exceptionalist visions of international politics, or even to offer a new intellectual loudspeaker for
power, legitimizing a state’s narrative and its foreign policy strategy.

This tendency can also be associated with a sort of ‘positive orientalism’ by which scholars
tend to emphasize the uniqueness of ideas and practices promoted by non-Western and often
non-democratic regimes. For instance, concepts such as win-win, new type of great power rela-
tions, respect for the principle of non-interference, communitarian spirit, and primacy of the
community over the individual can be romanticized as ‘uniquely Chinese concepts’ or also be
understood as elements of a narrative aimed at consolidating non-democratic and authoritarian
norms and practices.
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