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Theoretical Perspectives on
International Relations in Asia

Amitav Acharya

Any Fiiscussion of theoretical perspectives on the international relations
(IR) in .'/\sia confronts the paradox that much of the available literature on
tt_le subject remains atheoretical. Whether from within and outside the re-
gion, students and analysts of Asia are largely unconvinced that theory is ei-
ther necessary or useful for studying Asian international relations.! Al-
fhough interest in it is growing in the region, particularly in China,? theory
is seen as too abstract, or too divorced from the day-to-day concerns of gov-
ernments and peoples to merit serious and sustained pursuit.

Moreover, theory is criticized by many in Asia as too “Western.” Thus
even among those writers on Asian IR who are theoretically oriented, dis:
agreement persists as to whether IR theory is relevant to studying Asia, given
its origin in, and close association with, Western historical traditions, intel-
lectuz-il discourses, and foreign policy practices. International relations the-
ory, like the discipline itself, has been, and remains, an “American social sci-
ence,” to quote Stanley Hoffman’s much quoted phrase.?

The recent advances made by the “English-School” and continental Eu-
ropean Constructivism have not made IR-theory "universal"ﬁfﬁiﬁfﬁé&e
entrenched and broadened the Western dominance. The question of how
relevant IR theory is to the study of Asian secun'ty‘has evoked strikingly dif-
ferept responses. On the one hand, David Kang-has seized upon the non-
:ieallzanoq of Realls.st warnings of postwar Asia being “ripe for rivalry” to cri-
tique n"ot just Realism, but Western IR theory in general for “getting Asia
Wrong."* In analyzing Asian regionalism, Peter Kaizenstein comments:
"I‘heones based on Western, and especially WestEuropedh experience havé
5@nlof little use in making sense of Asian regionalism.”* Although Ke,nzen—
Stein’s remarks specifically concern the study of Asian regionalism, they can
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be applied to Asian IR in general. And it is a view widely shared among
Asian scholars. On the other side, John Tkenberry and Michael Mastanduno
defend the relevance of Western theoretical frameworks in studying the in-
ternational relations of Asia. While intra-Asian relationships might have
had some distinctive features historically, this distinctiveness had been di-
luted by the progressive integration of the region into the modern interna-
tional system. The international relations of Asia have acquired the behav-
ioral norms and attributes associated with the modern interstate system
that originated in Europe and still retains much of the features of the West-
phalian model. Hence, the core concepts of international relations theory
such as hegemony, the distribution of power, international regimes, and po-
litical identity are as relevant in the Asian context as anywhere else.6

To this observer, this debate is a healthy caveat, rather than a debilitating
constraint, on analyzing Asian international relations with the help of an
admittedly Western theoretical literature. To be sure, theoretical paradigms
developed from the Western experience do not adequately capture the full
range of ideas and relationships that drive international relations in Asia.
But IR theories—Realism,-Liberalism, Constructivism, and critical IR-theo-
ries—are relevant and useful in analyzing Asian IR provided they do not en-
courage a selection bias in favor of those phenomena (ideas, events, trends,
and relationships) that fit with them and against that which does not. IR
scholars should feel free to identify and study phenomena that are either ig-
nored or given scarce attention by these perspectives. They should also de-
velop concepts and insights from the Asian context and experience, not just
to study Asian developments and dynamics, but also other parts of the
world. In other words, Western IR theory, despite its ethnocentrism, is not
to be dismissed or expunged from Asian classrooms or seminars, but uni-
versalized with the infusion of Asian histories, personalities, philosophies,
trajectories, and practices.

To do so, one must look beyond the contributions of those who write in
an overtly theoretical fashion, explicitly employing theoretical jargon and
making references to the theoretical literature of IR. A good deal of empiri-
cal or policy-relevant work may be regarded as theoretical for analytical pur-
poses because it, like the speeches and writings of policymakers, reflects
mental or social constructs that side with different paradigms of interna-
tional relations.” To ignore these in any discussion of theory would be to
miss out on a large and important dimension of the debate on, and analysis
of, Asian IR. In'the sections that follow, | examine three major perspectives
on Asian international relations: Realism, Liberalism, and _C_on_slg.x__q_ivism.8

None of these theories are coherent, singular entities. Each contains a
range of perspectives and variations, some of which overlap with those of

the others, although this complexity is seldom acknowledged in academic \‘
debates. And using even these broad categories is not that simple because a |
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goqd deal of 'writings‘on Asian IR are generated by area specialists
unlikely to plg.eonhcﬂe themselves into Realist, Liberal, and Con;
slots. So theorizing Asian IR necessaril ’
conceptual base and makin

who are
. tructivist
y involves generalizing from a thin

g arbitrary judgments about who and what be-

longs where,
Table 3.1.  Three Perspectives on International Relations
Realism Liberalism Constructivism
Main Actors States States, multinational States, transnational
f:orporations, knowledge
mtern‘atio‘nal communities, and
organizations moral
Primary Goals Pursuit of national Cooperation and Coer:ﬁiprﬁneurs
of States inter'esl.; Pgwer coordination to buildinlgylhrou h
ma.mm'rzanon achieve collective interactions an%
toﬁepswe goals; World shared normative
Realism); Survival peace framework
and security :
(defensive
. Realism)
Preferre A -of- i i
it t:js’fenn:e of-power A Z)cl)!t!:rc:ve security Glfetzaulr.:a[nd regional
Order underpinned by underpinned hy comni:zlnities
sellf-help and free trade, liberal forged through
alhgnc?s to democracy, and shared norm% and
rnamtmp institutions collective identit
international ?
i order
lge:;vte P;/;(ézz ) Strt;ateilcdmteractlon Two-level (domestic Socialization
il backed by c_agsal and international) through
nits ideas and mnlhtary bargaining principled ideas
and economic backed by causal and institutions
power ideas; Trade and ‘
other forms of
functional
. . institutionalization
‘| t:::g;ion N?-Rf};lr§m: Neo-Liberal Critical
\‘ istri utlor? of Institutionalism: Constructivism:
power decides international challenges the
outcome system anarchic, state-centric
but institutions Constructivism of
created by states Wendt
in their self-
| interest do
o constrain anarchy
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Although theories of IR are built around a set of assumptions and argu- -
ments that are broad in scope and supposed to apply to every region, in re- £ 2 - B
ality, theoretical debates about the international relations of regions often 3 = % 85 & E 2
develop around issues and arguments peculiar to the region. Asia is no ex- =|= =2 S By 1; 52 <2
ception. Hence in discussing the three theoretical perspectives in the con- §8|¢ = é £Eg8&2 £ iz &
text of Asia, | identify and discuss those arguments and metaphors that have S8 |E o HE FESYc e Ry 83 8
dominated both academic and policy debates (table 3.2). 5% -Z € & %“i 2P 3 g 'czo ©3 2 E R =
This chapter looks primarily at international relations and regional order, 2 “‘éf 5% 2 £ E f-g § E - £ = *E \% g’ %‘ =
rather than the foreign policy of Asian states. It is not intended as a survey e Lo - ToeETE ;:fj S ¥ £
of the literature on Asian international relations. Furthermore, 1 am inter- Sl %
ested in exploring the relationship between theoretical constructs and em- g g o - 2 '{c:s
pirical developments in Asian international relations. Theory does not exist T |E E T § 89 2z 2
in a vacuum. Both at the global level and in the region, theoretical work re- g |g8 i £ EEER A
sponds to major events and changes occurring within and outside (at the 2 E|l5 § 95w S ngé a 5'0_?3 _@ 3
global level) the region. in the last section of this chapter | make some gen- g 3 £o < (-3 8§ 8&% 2E5ES = =
eral observations about the prospects for developing an Asian universalism = g _é;r £%3 S £ Eof? g %%_ﬁé‘i g $
in international relations theory, as a counter to both Western dominance £E| 338 5= ; % % 5 3 S5ag o B E
and Asian exceptionalism. A final aspect of this chapter is that it is oriented HEE b -k ERES S s
more toward security studies than international political economy. This to g
some extent reflects the state of the study of Asian international relations, c v 2
in which the work on security studies exceeds that on international politi- < é g g 2
cal economy (IPE). = ,\é Z 53 o
ElEx g 5 E =_ 8| £
== ¢ ES = Q= E -
52| F g £9 et lg| 3
REALISM ACSIER £ 3 3£58| =
=888 = 2E S£EE| 2
(2R G £ eES2| ¢
Realists take the international system to be in anarchy (no authority above = = < S
the state), in which states, as the main actors in international relations, aré £ E;S
guided mainly by consideration of power and the national interest. inter- = _ ‘g 5= ol 53
national relations is a zero-sum game in which states are more concerned =& £ g . ] g8 3
\l with their relative gains rather than absolute gains (how much one gains 2|5 | & = 2 25 é 3o 2 39
vis-a-vis another is more important than the fact that everybody may gain slE8T| 2 é g R gl 3E
something). The relentless competition for power and influence makes cON 8|8 2 = 2 b= Ty 8 EzE 5 ; -
flict inevitable and cooperation rare and superficial; international institt: g 22|, = £ % £ 75; é‘é g 25
tions operate on the margins of great power whims and caprice. Interna- & CR|o & ) B 0 EEEIE g f
tional order, never permanent, is maintained by manipulating the balancé & . = ek
of power, with power defined primarily in economic and military terms- e L = v F;g
Jater version of Realism, developed by Kenneth Waltz and called "neo-Real” 3 % = § st B g
ism,” stresses the importance of the structural properties of the interna § T E & ‘-:: g‘i% Edil
tional system, especially the distribution of power, in shaping conflict alt = 2 e E EZ = ge
order, thereby downplaying the impact of human nature (emphasized by ol & = 55 2R = ” =
classical Realists) or domestic politics in international relations. More re- : < %C ESs P .g o A E
e revealed differences between "offensive z 3 &8 2 g o =
i = - (gl é = z = sz
< <Z

cently, intra-Realist debates hav
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Realists” and “defensive Realists.” Offensive Realists such as Mearsheimer
argue that states are power maximizers: going for “all they can get” with
“hegemony as their ultimate goal.” Defensive Realists, such as Robert Jervis
or Jack Snyder, maintain that states are generally satisfied with the status
quo if their own security is not challenged, and thus they concentrate on

maintaining the balance of power.
Whether academic or policy-oriented, Realists view the balance of power

/ as the key force shaping Asia’s postwar international relations, with the
" United States as chief regional balancer.” A major proponent of this view is
| Lee KuanYew, Singapore’s senior statesman. Lee ascribes not only Asian sta-
| bility, but also its robust economic growth during the “miracle years, " to the

U.S. military presence in the region.!® In his view, the U1.S. presence and in-
tervention in Indochina secured the region against Chinese and Soviet ex-
pansion and gave the Asian states time to develop their economies."! In the
wake of the communist takeover of South Vietnam in 1975, Seni Pramoj,
the leader of Thailand’s Democrat Party, described the 11.S. role as the re-
gional balancer in somewhat different terms: “We have cock fights in Thai-
land, but sometimes we put a sheet of glass between the fighting cocks.
They can peck at each other without hurting each other. In the cold war be-
tween Moscow and Peking, the glass between the antagonists can be Wash-
ington.”"?

Until the end of the Cold War, Realist arguments about Asian IR were
closer to classical Realism, rather than the neo-Realism developed by Ken-
neth Waltz, which stresses the causal impact of the distribution of power.
This has changed with the end of the Gold-War; which spelled the end of
bipolarity. Thus, a new Realist argument about Asian international relations
is the view that the end of bipolarity spells disorder and even doom for the

"1 region. For neo-Realists, bipolarity is a more stable international system

than multipolarity, both in terms of the durability of the system itself and_
the balance between conflict and order that prevails within the system."
The end of the Cold War would witness the “decompression” of conflicts
held under check under bipolar management.!* Hence, Realism paints a
dark picture of Asia’s post-Cold War order. In policy debates, the favorite
Realist cliché in the initial post-Cold War years was the “power vacuum”
created by superpower retrenchment, as could be foreseen from the with-
drawal of Soviet naval facilities in Cam Ranh Bay, Vietnam, and the dis-
mantling of the UL.S. naval and air bases in the Philippines.
Questions about a vacuum of power inevitably beg the question of who
is to fill it. Initially, Realist prognosis favored a multipolar contest featuring
a rising China, a remilitarized (thanks partly to U.S. retrenchment) Japart
| and India (whose potential as an emerging power was yet to be recognized)-
| But with the persistence of China’s double-digit economic growth matche
by double-digit annual increases in its defense spending, it was the rise O
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China that became the focal-poi i ieti i
R point of Realist anxieties (delight?) about

from a “power transition theory” perspective, Realists foresaw an in-
e.w.table confrontation between the status quo power (United States) and its
rising power challenger (China). But paving the way for such a confronta-
tion was the logic of offensive Realism, which sees an inevitable tendency
in rising powers toward regional expansionism. John Mearsheimer likened
the rise of China to that of the United States in the nineteenth century,
“.rhere thg aspiring hegemon went on a spree of acquiring adjacent territo:
ries and imposed a sphere of influence (Monroe Doctrine) in the wider
ne.nghb_orhood.15 Expansionism occurs not because rising povs"ers are hard-
wired into an expansionist mode, but because anarchy induces a concern
for survival even among the most powerful actors. In other words great
powers suffer from survival anxieties no less than weak states, and itlis this
concern for survival that drives them toward regional hegemony. The result
is ﬂ.]e paradoxical logic of “expand to survive.” '

Since a balance of power is likely to be either unstable (if multipolarity
emerges) or absent (if Chinese hegemony materializes), is there a role for
multilateral institutions as alternative sources of stability? DNuriﬁg. the Cold
War, R_ealists paid little attention to Asian regional institutions or dialogues
of which there were but a few: an Association of Southeast Asian Nationsl
(A§EAN) Rreogcupied with the Cambodia conflict, a severely anemic South
Asia f\ssocmion for Regional Cooperation (SAARC), and some loose eco-
nomic frameworks such as the Pacific Economic Cooperation Council
(PECC). But with the end of the Cold War accompanied by a refocusing of
A‘SgéN;;gyv_a_rd wider regional security issues and the emergence of new re-
gional institutions such as the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (1989)

and the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF _1994), Realism came under chal- |

le‘nggirg,rg “institutionalist” perspectives, that is, those who argued that re-
gional norms and institutions, rather than just the balance of po?v%?;ﬁiem
have helped to keep the peace in Cold War Asia and would play a more m-
lzg;;laennt _reol; u: the/r‘egion'_s po’st-‘Cold War'quer. Realists responded to this
i ﬁo 13)1 argeting As@n rf:glonal institutions. Their main preoccupa-
i nger just to highlight t.he. CT}IC]?I need for a stable balance of
Power system, byt also to expose the limitations of regional institutions.
Realists dismiss the capacity of regional institutions in Asia {0 act as a

f .
orce for peace. For them, regional order rests on bilateralism (especially the ‘]

U.S. hub- '

w:r_hkléb.an espok_eg;s‘tﬁem), rather than multilateralism. During the Cold
v li ghst'schola[”Mx'chael },eifer famously described Asian regional secu-
fity institutions.as “adjuncts” to the balance of power.'¢ While institutions

gx:y be effective where great powers drive them (e.g., NATO), Asian institu-
Hons are fatally flawed because they are created and maintained by weak

Powers. One concession made to Asian institutions by their Realist critics is



64 Amitav Acharya
t0 accord them a role in smoothing the rough edg_es of balance of power
geopolitics, an argument consistent with the l‘-‘.nghsh.Sch_oc‘)l perspecuveci
Since weak powers are structurally incapable for maintaining ordgr an
achieving security.and prosperity on their own terms §nd w1gll1_r_1 thelnr owt:q
means (there can be no such thing as a “rggl()r}al solut{on 10 regE)_I[\athro l—
Jems”), the best way to manage the security dilemma is to keep all ]e rel-
evant great powers involved in the regional arena so that they can balance
each other’s influence. . ‘
~such involvement cannot be automatic, however; it has to be contrived,
and this is where regional institutions play their Qseﬁ..\l rc?le as arenas for
strategic engagement. Instead of great powers qeaungmsuugxons and set-
. ting their agenda, as would be normal in a Reahst _world,_wga_lg powers may
. V'sometimes create and employ institutions with a view to engage’ those pow-
7 ers that are.crucial 16 equilibrium of power.'7 . .
v But this limited role of regiomal institutions notwithstapdmg, Rea!mts
generally find Asia’s international relations to be .fr.augh.t wnb uncertainty
and danger of conflict due to the absence of conditions in A.Sla that ensurgi
a multipolar peace in Europe. In a famous e:ssay,-Aaron Fnec.ibgrg_a,rgue
that the factors that might mitigate anarchy in Europe resu}tmg from the
disappearance of bipolar stability are noticeably z'lbse.m in Asia, t‘hereby ren-
dering the region “ripe for rivalry.”!® Thesg‘ mitigating factors 19clgc}e rcllot
. only strong regional institutions like .lf}.? EU, but also _econonng:mterr le:
pendence and shared democratic political systems. Some Regllsts, ike
. Friedberg, have found Asian economic interdependence to. b@ﬁlau;e
to what exists in Europe and the interdependence between Asia fxnfl the
West. Others, like Buzan and Segal and Gilpin, argue that economic inter-
dep,endencé cannot keep peace and may even cause more strife than or-
der.!® Aronically, Realists have somehow found economic 1merdepen.dence
within Asia to be either scarce or destabilizing, or both at the same time. !
In terms of its contributions, Realism can take credit for an ana]yﬂcall an
policy consistency in highlighting the role of the balance of power In Ie

gional order. This view has been maintained both during the heydays of

U.S. hegemony in the 1950s and '60s, through the course of its relative dz:

cline in the post-Vietnam years, and in the post-Cold War umpﬂlall(' n:hgf
 ment.” In China, Realism was the one Westgm,lheoxy_qf IR that broke i

monopoly-of Marxist-Leninist and Maoist thought. This would later p

-

ism and Constructivism. Realism also gave a certain Vu.n.derlying co.nce_;::‘te’rr
coherence to a great deal of atheoretical or policy writings on Asian 1
|' national relations. ' .
During the Cold War, Realism was arguably the dgm-mam perspective ©
the international relations of Asia. This was true not just

realm, but also in the policy world. Although

the way for other perspectives on international relations, inc]uding.ube‘fal*‘

of the academi€
it is difficult to find evidence
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for the cliché that Asians are instinctively wedded to a Realist worldview
and approach, Asian policymakers, with the exception of some of those
who fought against colonial rule (India’s Jawaharlal Nehru in particular),
tended to be Realist (even Nehru claimed not to have been a “starry-eyed
idealist”).?% Even in communist China, Hans Morgenthau's Politics among
Nations enjoyed a huge popularity in classrooms, matching or exceeding the
appeal of Marx or Mao. The same was true of Nehruvian India, where the
indigenous idealism Gandhi and Nehru inspired scarcely formed part of IR
teaching and learning.

But, more recently, Realist perspectives on Asian IR have come under at-
tack. The predictions of Realists about Asia’s post-Cold War insecurity have
yet to materialize.?! Moreover, Realism'’s causal emphasis on U.S. military
presence as the chief factor behind Asia’s stability and prosperity ignores the
role of other forces, including Asian regional norms and institutions, eco- L/
nomic growth, and domestic politics. In a similar vein, Realism'’s argument
that the Cold War bipalarity generated regional stability can be questioned.
China’s preeminent Realist scholar of international relations, Yan Xuetong = —
of Tsinghua University, argues that while Cold War bipolarity might have
prevented war between the superpowers, it permitted numerous regional
conflicts causing massive death and destruction:

The history of East Asia does not support the argument that the balanced
strengths between China and the United States can prevent limited conven-
tional wars in East Asia. During the Cold War, the balance of power between
the United States and the Soviet Union did prevent them from attacking each
other directly in this region, but it failed to prevent wars between their allies or
wars between one of them and the allies of the other, such as the Korean War
in the 1950s. Hence, even if a balance of power existed between China and the
Lnited States after the Cold War, we would still not be sure it had the function
of preventing limited conventional wars in this region.??

The Realist explanation of Asia’s Cold War stability, while having the
Virtue of consistency, actually contradicts a key element of its foundational
logic, which sees power balancing as a universal and unexceptionable law
of international politics (even if Realists disagree whether it is an automatic
law of nature, or has to be contrived). The notion of balance of power in.
Asia as understood from a Realist perspective is actually a fig leaf for U.S.
:ptimacy, or even preponderance. Hence, what should be anathema for a
L?~‘-1a‘.s1\'»icall Realist?*—the discernable ahsence of balancing against a hege-
‘Monic power—has acquired the status of an almost normative argument
‘about Asian regional order in Realist writings on Asia. This contradiction
‘Cannot be explained by simply viewing the United States as a benign power,
‘Which can escape the logic of balancing. If Realism is true to one of its foun-
dational logics, then any power (benign or otherwise) seeking hegemony
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should have invited a countervailing cqalition. The fact that t_hbe Umt;d
States has not triggered such a coalition 1s a.puzzle that .has not been ade-
quately explained. Adding a qualifier to thelr.causal logic (blemgn onrfe:-s
are less likely to be balanced against than malign ones)_ only enc 5 itse ! (o)
the charge, raised powerfully by john Vasquez, of Realism as a “degenera-
tive” theoretical paradigm.*

LIBERALISM

Classical Liberalism rests on three pillars:

1 Commereial-Eiberalism, or the view that econor_nic im_erde_pendence,
especially free trade, reduces prospect of war by increasing its costs 10
the parties; ‘ ) . h

2. Republican Liberalism, or the “democratic peace” argument Whl'Ch as
sumes that Liberal democracies are more peaceful than autocracies, or
at least seldom fight one another; R

3. Liberal institutionalism, which focuses on the comnbuﬂon gf inter-
national organizations in fostering collective security, managing con-
flict, and promoting cooperation.

A modern variant of Liberal institutionalism is n'eo—ulberal institutionalism.
Unlike classical Liberalism, which took a bemgn view of human nature,
neo-Liberal institutionalism accepts the Realist premise tl}at the 1rr11§e,ma:
tional system is anarchic and that states are the primary, if not tk}le only, ac]
tors in international relations. But it disagrees wub neo—I_leahsm 'sﬁlsixysse}
of international institutions. Neo-Liberals maintain that m_te_:rn‘a_u.c.ina. insti-
mtions, broadly defined—including regimes and.formal Q_,r_gam.l.auons—c—_
can regulate state behavior and promote cooperation by reducing transa :
tion costs, facilitating information-sharing, preventing c}_leatmg, an
providing avenues for peaceful resolution of _conﬂllcts. . .
While Realism as a theory of international relations is preoccupied wi
issues of seEﬁfity and order, Liberalism is more concemgd with the nat-x\lyz
and dynamics of the international political economy. pberal perspecuda_
on Asia’s international relations are no exception. Forleber:als..Lhiioin "
tions of the postwar international relations of Asm.were laid r;ot. Y thi ;e_
gior; s distinctive geography or culture, or by security threats acing -
gion, but rather by the post-World War 11 international e£on_or“g‘1_gs?/s eI,
under American hegemony. The Uinited States was central to the creation FOI
infernational institutions such as the International r_vionetary Fund (IMF),
the World Bank, and the General Agreement on Tariffs and Tradg (G?TT),
which played a crucial role in diffusing the norms of economic Liberalism.
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In Asia, the United States served as a benign hegemon providing the collec-
tive goods of security against communist expansion and free access to its
yast market to Asia’s early industrializers, even at a cost to itself (in terms of
incurring huge deficits). The outcome was rapid economic growth in a
number of Asian economies, which created a “performance legitimacy” for
the region’s autocratic rulers, thereby stabilizing their domestic politics. At
the same time, the region witnessed a growing interdependence resulting
from the pursuit of market-driven and market-friendly economic growth
strategies, which furthered the prospects for regional stability and security.
Liberal conceptions of the international relations of Asia have particu-

larly stressed the role of expanding interdependence as a force for peace.?5
The interdependence argument was advanced wiith ever more vigor with the
end of the Cold War and the rise of Chinese economic power. Liberals, both
Western and Asian (including many of them within China itself), came to
view it as a crucial factor in making China’s rise peaceful. Yet, the argument
also invited much criticism, especially, as noted earlier, from Realists, who
often take the failure of European economic interdependence to prevent the
First World War as a severe indictment of the “if goods do not cross borders,
soldiers will” logic. Defending against such charges, Liberals stress differ-
ences between nineteenth-century and contemporary patterns of economic
interdependence. The former was based on trade and exchange, while the
latter is rooted in transnational production, which is more “costly ta break”
and which has a deeper and more durable impact on national political and
security autonomy.

~The second strand of Liberalism—democratic peace theory—has found
very little expression in writings on Asian IR. This need not be surprising
since historically Asia has had few democracies to test the claims of this the-
ory meaningfully. Moreover, Asia’s democracies tend to be of the “illiberal
variety,” making it more plausible for us to speak of an “illiberal peace” in
the region (especially in Southeast Asia), whereby a group of authoritarian
and semi-authoritarian states avoid conflict by focusing on economic
growth, performance legitimacy, and sovereignty-preserving regional insti-
tutions. Critics of democratic peace in the West, such as Jack Snyder and Ed
Mansfield, have also questioned the normative claims of democratic peace
by highlighting the danger of war associated with democratic transitions. In
Asia, the Liberal/democratic peace argument has found more critics than
adherents, but in general it has not been an important part of the debate
over the region’s international relations.

The neglect is as unfortunate as the criticism of democratic peace is mis-
placed. Contrary to a popular perception, democratic transitions in Asia
have never led to interstate war and only occasionally to serious domestic
instability. The case of Indonesia post-Suharto might be an exception to the
latter, but didn't more people die in the transition to authoritarian rule in
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that country in the 1960s than from it? In South Korea, Taiwan, Cambodia,
the Philippines, and Thailand, democratic transitions have not caused seri-
ous internal strife or interstate conflict. On the contrary, it might be argued
that such transitions have often yielded a “cooperative peace dividend,”
whereby the new democratic governments have pursued cooperative strate-
gies toward their traditional rivals. Examples_include Thailand’s “battle-
fields to- marketplaces” policy in the late 1980s that helped to break the
stalemate in the Cambodia conflict, Kim Dae Jung's Sunshine Policy, and
Indonesia’s ASEAN-Security. Community _initiative. Pakistan'’s democratic
breakdown under Musharraf might have led to improved prospects for
peace with India, but this was induced by a strong external element, the
9/11 attacks, and the U.S.-led war on terror. Democratization fueled de-
mands for Taiwanese independence, thereby challenging East Asian stabil-
ity, but democratization has also created populist countervailing pressures
on Taiwan’s pro-independence governments from going over the brink in
inviting a Chinese military response. At the very least, there is not much ev-
idence from Asia to support the critics’ view that democratic transitions in-
tensify the danger of war, or even domestic strife.

The impact of the third element of the Liberal paradigm, Liberal institu-
tionalism, on Asian IR discourses is both easier and harder to establish. On
the one hand, the growth of regional institutions.in_Asia allows greater
space to Liberal conceptions of order-building through institutions. But the
Liberal understanding of how institutions come about and preserve order
overlaps considerably with social Constructivist approaches. Indeed,.insti-
tutionalism (the study of the role of international institutions) is no longer
a purely Lilseral preserve; in Asia at least, it has been appropriated by Con-
structivists who have both deepened and broadened the understandings of
what institutions are and how they impact on Asia’s international relations.

Classical Liberal institutionalism was identified with both collective se-
curity and, to a lesser extent, regional integration theory, which was closely
derived from early West European integration during the 1950s and ‘GOs.
But neither type of Liberal institutionalism has had a regional application
in Asia, where there have been no collective security (even if one stretches
the term to include collective defense) or supranational institutions. The
newest Liberal institutionalism, neo-Liberal institutionalism, narrowed the
scope of investigation into institutional dynamics (how institutions affect
state behavior) considerably. It shared the Realist conception of anarchy
while disagreeing with Realism on the importance of institutions as agents
of cooperation and change. But it gave an overly utilitarian slant to the per-
formance of institutions. Institutions may (but not always or necessarily)
induce cooperation because they can increase information flows, reduce
transaction costs, and prevent cheating. But institutions are not really trans-
formative; their end-product may be an international regime rather than a
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security community where the prospect of war is unthinkable. In Asia,
APEC has-been the one regime/institution that neo-Liberals -have been most
attracted to. But even there, and certainly in the case of the more ASEAN-
centric institutions (e.g., ASEAN, ASEAN Regional Forum, ASEAN + 3, and
East Asian Summit), Constructivism (with its stress on the culture- and
identity-derived notion of the "ASEAN Way"”) has been a more popular
mode of analysis than neo-Liberalism or classical Liberalism (collective se-/;
curity and regional-integration). ' -

In general then, Liberal perspectives have made little impact on the study
of Asia’s international relations. This need not have been, or will remain,
the case. Liberalism is more notable as a causal theory of peace, just as Re-
alism focuses on the causes of war. In a traditionally Realist-dominated field
of Asian international relations, and with the region’s domestic politics
landscape marked by a durable (if changing) authoritarian pattern, Liberal
conceptions of peace and democracy have found few adherents. But as
noted above, the criticisms of Liberal notions of interdependence and de-
mocracy on the one hand and peace and stability on the other are often
rooted in misplaced historical analogies and selective empirical evidence.
Liberalism has-a brighter future in-the analysis of Asia’s international rela-
tions as the region’s historical (post-World War i) combination of eco-
nomic nationalism, security bilateralism, and political authoritarianism
unravels and gives way to a more complex picture where economic Liberal-
ism, security multilateralism, and democratic politics acquire force as de-
terminants of regional order and form the basis of an “Asian universalism”
in [R theory.

CONSTRUCTIVISM

For Constructivists, international relations is shaped not just by material
forces such as power and wealth, but also by subjective and inter-subjec-
tive factors, including ideas, norms, history, culture, and identity. Con-
:}tr’uctivism takes a sociological, rather than "strategic interaction,” view of
international relations. The interests and identities of states are not pre-or-
dained, or a given, but emerge and change through a process of mutual in-
tf&ractions and socialization. Conditions such as anarchy and power poli-
tics are not permanent or “organic” features of international relations, but
are socially constructed. State interests and identities are in important part
constituted by these social structures rather than given exogenously to the
system by human nature or domestic politics. Norms, once established,
have a life of their own; they create and redefine state interests and ap-
proaches. For Constructivists, international institutions exert a deep im- |
pact on the behavior of states; they not only regulate state behavior, but
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also constitute state identities. Through interaction and socialization, states
may develop.a. “cellective identity” that would enable them to gvercome
power politics and the security dilemma.

Constructivism is struggling to acquire the status of a “theory” of inter-

‘national relations comparable to Realism or Liberalism. Some critics view

it as social theory that has no basis in IR. Constructivists are also accused of
lacking middle-range theory and not pursuing serious empirical research
(although this criticism would be increasingly hard to sustain as more em-
pirical studies emerge employing a Constructivist framework); some Con-
structivists themselves acknowledge that like rational choice, it is more of a
method than a theory per se.?¢

But Constructivism-has helped to answer a number of key puzzles about
Asian security order. While Constructivism is essentially a post-Cold War
theory, it has been employed to explain key puzzles of Asian international
relations during the Cold War period. Constructivists stress-the-role-of col-
lective identities in the foundation of Asia’s postwas-international relations.
In an important contribution, Chris Hemmer and Peter Katzenstein explain
the puzzle of “why there is no NATO in Asia” by examining the differing
perceptions of collective identity held by ULS. policymakers in _relation to
Europe and Asia.>” American policymakers in the early postwar period “saw
their potential Asian allies . . . as part of an alien and, in important ways,
inferior community.”?% This was in marked contrast to their perception of
“their potential European allies [who were seen] as relatively equal mem-
bers of a shared community.” Because the United States.recognized a greater
sense of a transatlantic community than a-transpacific one, Europe rather

“ than Asia was seen as a more desirable arena for multilateral engagement:

hence there was no Asian NATO. While this explanation stresses the collec-
tive identity of an external actor, another Constructivist perspective high-
lights the normative concerns of Asian actors themselves, especially Asia’s
nationalist leaders, who delegitimized collective defense by viewing it as a
form of great power intervention through their interactions in the early
postwar period, culminating in the Asia-Africa Conference i Bandung in
19552

Constructivism also explains why a different form of regionalism was

possible in Asia, one that was more reflective of the normative and cultural

. beliefs of the Asian states and their collective identilieé;a}_rlej{!y indepen-
| dent states seeking national and regional autonomy. This explains the orl-

gins and evolution of ASEAN, Asia’s first viable regional grouping. ASEAN'S
establishment in 1967, Constructivists argue, cannot be explained from 2
Realist perspective, in the absence of a common external threat perception,
or from a Liberal one, which would assume substantial interdependence
among its members. Neither of these conditions marked the relationship
among ASEAN's founding members at its birth. Instead, regionalism in

\

|
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Southeast Asia was a product of ideational forces, such as shared norms,
and socialization in search of a common identity. Shared norms, including
non-intervention, equality of states, and avoidance of membership in great
power military pacts were influential in shaping a deliberately weak and rel-
atively non-institutionalized form of regionalism that came to be known as
the "ASEAN Way."

Regional institutions have thus been at the core of Constructivist under-
standing of Asia’s postwar international relations. It is through Asian insti-
tutions that Constructivists have attempted to project and test their notions
abaut the role of ideas (for example, common and cooperative security),
identity (“Asian Way,” "ASEAN Way,” “Asia-Pacific Way"), and socializa-
tion.* The influence of Constructivism is especially visible in attempts to
diﬁerenﬁ_agejetwegn European and Asian regionalism, stressing the-formal,
legalistic, and bureaucratic nature of the former with the informal, consen-
sual, and process-centric conception of the latter. That the European-de-
rived criteria should not be used 1o judge the performance and effectiveness
of Asian institutions has been a key element in Constructivist arguments
about Asian regionalism.3!

Apart from conceptualizing the distinctive nature and performance of
Asian regional institutions, which are either dismissed (by Realists) or in-
adequately captured (by neo-Liberal or rationalist institutionalism), Con-
structivists have also stepped into the debate over Asia’s emerging and fu-
ture security order by frontally challenging the “ripe for rivalry” scenario
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proposed famously and controversially by Aaron Friedberg# David Kang, 7>

noting that Realist scenarios such as Friedberg’s have failed to materialize,
calls for examining Asian security from the perspective of Asia’s own history
and culture. He raises the notion of a hierarchical regional system in Asia at
the time of China’s imperial dominance and the tributary system. Asia was
peaceful when China was powerful; now with the (re-)emergence of China
as a regional and global power, Asia_could acquire stability through band-
wagoning with China (which in his view is occurring).® While for
Me%r@er,\ﬁurope's “back to the future” means heightened disorder of
the type that accompanied the rise of Germany in the late nineteenth cen-
tury, for Kang, Asia’s “back to the future” implies a return to hierarchy and
stability under Chinese preeminence.

Kang's thesis presents one of the most powerful Constructivist challenges
o the Realist orthodoxy in Asian IR. But his argument has been controver-
) mﬂ? even among Constructivists,* who have questioned its claim about the
 Peaceful naure of the old tributary system, whether Chiifia’s neighbors are
actually “bandwagoning” with China, and the structural differences be-
tween Asian regional systems during the tributary system, especially the ab-
:\Se!l.ce of other contenders for hegemony that can now be found in the
‘United States, Russia, Japan, and India, and the continuing importance of
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sovereignty to both China and its neighbors that militate against hierarchy
(see Samuel Kim'’s chapter in this volume).

Constructivism has acquired a substantial following among not only
Western but also Asian scholars on Asian IR.3> A key factor behind this is
the growing interest in the study of Asian regionalism, with the prolifera-
tion of regional institutions and dialogues in Asia in the post-Cold War pe-
riod. In China, aside from regional institutions, local discourses about
China’s “peaceful rise” play an important role behind the emergence of
Constriictivism as the most popular IR theory among the younger genera-
tion academics. Constructivism has given an alternative theoretical plat-

form to Chinese scholars wary of Realist (power transition) perspectives

from theWest (as well as other parts of Asia), which see the rise of China
as a major threat to international stability.
Constructivism has advanced the understanding of Asia’s international

' //r/e]alions in important ways. Their focus on-the role of ideational forces,

such as culture, norms, and identity, enriches our understanding of the
sources and determinants of Asian regional order not compared to a purely
materialistic perspective. Second, Constructivists have challenged the un-
critical acceptance of the balance of power system posited.by Realist and
nea-Realist scholars as the basis of Asian regional order by giving greater
play to the possibility of change and transformation driven by socialization.
Third, Constructivist writings have introduced greater thearetical diversity
and opened the space for debate in the field and helped-tolink the insights
f the traditional area studies approach to Southeast Asia to the larger do-

" main of international relations theory.3

But the-growing visibility of Constructivism in Asian IR has invited criti-
cisms of the “new Constructivist orthodoxy.” Despite having begun as a dis-
senting view, side by side with other critical perspectives on international
relations, Constructivism is now bracketed as a-“mainstream”_perspective.
This is ironic, because Constructivism is also dismissed by some as a fad, a
passing fancy of a handful of intellectuals, which will fade into obscurity as
the optimism generated by the end of the Cold War dissipates. Equally un-
convincing are accusations leveled against Constructivism of uncritically
emulating their rationalist foes, of normative determinism. (100 much em-
phasis on norms at the expense of material forces), and unreformed state-
centrism_(ignoring the role of civil society actors). While critics see the de-
gree of Constructivist optimism about Asia’s future to be as misconceived
as Realist pessimism, in reality, Constructivist optimism has been more |
guarded that what the critics portray. More serious are the criticisms of Con-

|| structivism'’s tendency to-ignore domestic politics (how domestic interac-

| tions change identity and interests) and its self-serving moral cosmopoli-

tanism (bias toward “universal” ideas and global norm entrepreneurs at the J‘
f S — -
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 ror complaints about Constructivism.
|

'(:gnalytic eclecticism”

- siderable overlap between Liberalism and Constructivism (which in turn
. the study of Asian regional institutions and in countering Realist pessimism

| blaTaTnce of power can also be seen as having its basis in normative and so-
- cial foundations, as evident in notions such as “soft balancing” or “institu-
- tional balancing,” ‘
3 W%nl_e th,ergebale between Realist “pessimism” and Liberal/Constructivist
. optimism” about the future of Asia’s security order remains far from set.
tleeremm contributions to Asian security discussions have been intra-i:ar—
adigmatic (such s the Kang-Acharya debate) and even within the Realist
- camp, between offensive and defensive Realists (e.g., Mearsheimer and

1Christ.ensen, respeciively). Moreover, the debate over Asia’s future security
wwo‘rd"'er 1s less about whether it will feature some type of cooperative mecha-
nism (rather thap approximating a pure Hobbesian anarchy), than which
} }t_‘ype of cooperauon/accqr{m}ogiation (concert, community, soft balancing,
‘,vie ill"be feasible. And in this context, while traditional concep-
’vﬁo.ns of regional order in Asia revolved around the relationship of compe-
tition and accommodation among the great powers, how the great powers
;Telatcitofwegker states has become especially crucial for a feéioﬁ in which
:Ihiﬂgqlie_r states drive regional cooperation and institution-bui]diné.

C s

m ONCLUSION: FROM EXCEPTIONALISM TO UNIVERSALISM
IR theory is increas; i iti

h Ty is in ingly used in the classrooms and writings on Asian IR in
g:gian, Korea, China, and Taiwan and to a lesser extent Southeast and South
S a. It should be noted that a good deal of “theory” that might be helpful

In broadening the scope of IR remains “hidden” due to language barriers,

m k of resou.rces in Asian institutions, and the dominance of Western schol-
arly .and policy outlets. But this is changing with the infusion of new schol-
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expense of pre-existing local beliefs and local agents). These criticisms mir-

It is quitg obv.i,o_gs_ that the line separating the three theoretical perspec-

| tives on Asian international relations have never been nieat. This brings us
to the-question of what Katzenstein and associates have called the need for

nal dlecti .in the study of international relations.3 | would add

-~ that su.ch‘eclecucjsm is needed not just between theoretical paradigms but
also within them (intra-paradigm and inter~paradigfu). Prospécts for Asia’s
future cannot be ascertained from tightly held paradigmatic frameworks

~ but synthesis between and within them. This chapter has suggested a con:

has significant English School foundations), especially when it comes to

sy . - ary <o 0 %,
~about Asia’s future international order. But the Realist-favored notion of

-

v upt
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As elsewhere and in other points of history, theoretical arguments and
claims about Asian IR closely approximate shifts in global and regional in-
ternational relations. The growing popularity of Liberalism and Construc-
tivism in Asian IR is thus closely related to the end of the Cold War and
the emergence of new regional institutions in Asia. While events drive the-
oretical shifts, to some extent, theories have offered rationalization of
event-driven policy perspectives and approaches. Thus, Sino-U.S. tensions
- over Taiwan and other East Asian security issues have given a fresh impe-

tus for Realist pessimism, while the end of the Cambodia conflict, the
South China Sea Code of Conduct, and the emergence of the ARF and East
Asia Summit (EAS) have given a fillip to Liberal and Constructivist opti-
mism.

What next in the theoretical evolution of Asian IR studies? Realism re-
tains a dominant, if no longer hegemonic, position. Realist arguments such
as™“power transition,” "back to the future,” “ripe for rivalry,” and.” offensive
Realism” have often provided the starting point of debate over Asia’s emerg-
ingand future international order. But newer approaches, especially Liberal
and Constructivist perspectives, are enriching academic and policy debates
on Asian IR. Realism, especially empirical Realism (i.e., academic and pol-
icy writings that reflect the philosophical assumptions of Realism without
being self-consciously framed in theoretical jargon), will remain important,
but so will Constructivism. While Constructivism has been criticized as a
fad, it is likely to retain a central place in writings on Asian IR, because its
focus on issues of culture and identity resonate well with Asian thinkers and

" writers. And Liberal perspectives, such as democratic peace and institutions,
which have been neglected thus far, will assume greater prominence, at least
insidiously.

 More importantly, with the growing interest in theorizing Asia’s interna-
tional relations, the debate over the relevance of Western theory to analyze
Asia has intensified. Perspectives that view IR theory as a fundamentally
ethnocentric enterprise that does a poor job of analyzing Asian IR are be-
coming commonplace in Asian writings on the region’s IR. And this view is
shared by a number of leading Western scholars. This debate has also led to

a search for an “Asian IR theory,” akin to the English School or the Copen-
- hagen School. But there is little movement in the direction of an Asian IR

theory in the regional sense. This is not surprising, given Asia’s subregional -

and national differences.3® There is a great scope for national perspectives,

even in a highly contested manner.3® For example, some Chinese scholar_?x ~
are attempting to develop a Chinese School of IR, derived either from Chtf ‘
_nese historical practices, such as the warring states period and the tributary

# system, or from the metaphysical Chinese worldview.#0

An equally vocal group of Chinese scholars rejects this approach, insist-
/ing that IR theory must have a universal frame. According to this group, at-
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tempts to develop IR theory should be guided by “scientific” universali
rather «thgj;licgltural specificity.*) Going by this immensely helj ful‘a‘hdsml
citing debfite, the challenge, then, is to broaden the horizons oIf) existin el);l
theory by including the Asian experience, ratherthan either to reject IR f’he-
ory or to‘de'l.felop a Chinese or Asian School that will better ¢apture and ex
plain Chma s or Asia’s unique historical experience, but have little feievancé
zelse».vhere., even though such universalism would still require deepér inve
tigations into Asian history. ) N
There is Lh‘us a growing space for an Asian universalism in IR theory. I use
the term i\:slan}_u_live_r_salism” since it is in direct juxtaposition to the ;ﬂ.sian
exfeptlonallsn.] found in the extreme form in the notion of Asian values
Asian conception of human rights, Asian democracy, or in a more mode ,
ate strz.iln fniclaims about an Asian form of capitalism, or an Asian mode f%
glol;;ahzatnon. Asian exceptionalism, especially in its extreme form, refers too
the ter}denc_y to view Asia as a unique and relatively homogenc;us enti
that rejects ideas, such as human rights and democracy, which lay a clzxity
10 universality, but which are in reality constructed and exporte):'i b thm
West. Such ideas are 10 be contested Because of their lack of fit with )llo ?
;ultur@l: historical, and political realities in Asia. Asian u‘niversali.'sm b cocri1
trast refers to the fit, often constructed by local idea entrepreneurs befweer;
¢x1$rllal and Asian ideas and practices with a view to give a widerl dissemi
nation to ¢e latter. This involves the simultaneous reconstruction of o l- \
s}de ideas in accordance with Tocal beliefs and practices and the At?ansmli’s: \
sion and diffusion of the preexisting and localized forms of knowledge
‘b‘e}.'or_ld the region. Whereas Asian exceptionalism is relevant only in ani
fyung and explaining local patterns of IR, Asian universalism would use 10:
Ea!rtnc.)wledge to understand and explain both local and foréign IR.
i he_ impetus f(?r, Asian un.iversa!ism comes from several sources. The first
au?h !S.m‘I?EZ}! Shl_ft ﬁgm economic nationalism, security bilateralism, and
iy :i)umrrrllqﬁﬂp?lxnfs in.the postwar pg:jod to economic interdependence,
. shtxiﬁ igs far;-‘lfera 15;11, and de{llpcratnc pplmcs of the post-Cold War era.
o r;)ins‘ inear, but it IS occurring and having a substantial im-
R of Asian IR. And lhlS. need not be seen as a purely or mainly
ideéert‘a ;rend, as it would be mediated by local historical, cultural, and
poﬁtjlfsmi]ﬁt]:ri?m'ew'orks that have Lh_eir roots in local conceptions of power
e dig[’i nctiosrll)amsm, anc‘l no.rmatm'e transformation. This shift challenges
e .for grztf‘:;elen Asmg and umvgrsal knowledge claims and expands
R ting outside theoretical concepts onto Asian local dis-
! 'glee region also abounds in historical forms of local knowledge with a
,, rincT r.;s;la; Iez'arch. E:Sampl-es include 'the ic.leas of Asian thinkers such._as Ra-
= ,éz(gjogs firl:t.l.que of nationalism, Nehru's neutralism and non-
; andiis satyagraha.*> There are many Japanese writings
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that were developed either in association with, or in reaction against, West-
ern concepts of nationalism, internationalism, and international order.#3
Although some of these Indian and Japanese contributions were either cri-
tiques of Western-ideas (like nationalism) or were borrowed forms of West-
ern ideas (such as Gandhi’s borrowing of passive resistance), they were suf-
ficiently infused with a local content 10 be deemed a forifi of local
knowledge. Moreover, the outcome of this interaciion betweer Western and
Asian ideas was “constitutive” in the sense that it redefined both the West-
ern ideas and the local identities. And while the localization of Western
ideas might have been originally intended for domestic or regional audi-
ences, the resulting concepts and practices did possess a wider conceptual
frame to have relevance beyond Asia. Such ideas deserve a place alongside
existing theories of IR. Historical patterns of interstate and interciviliza-
tional relations in Asia, including the tributary system, also have their place,
if they can be conceptualized in a manner that would extend their analyti-
cal utility and normative purpose (present in any theory) beyond China or
East Asia.*! -

Asian practices of international relations are another rich source of Asian
universalism in IR theory.*> Asian regionalism, which manages the balance
of power and expands the potential for a regional community, also provides
a good potential avenue for such universalism. Instead of drawing a sharp
distinction between what is European and what is Asiapl_theoretical per-
spectives on Asian regionalism should explore commonalities that are quite
substantial and would constitute the core of a universal corpus of knowl-
edge about regionalism in world politics.A¢

While the distinctive aspects of Asia’s-history, ideas,-and-approaches will
condition the way Western theoretical ideas are understood and make their
impact, elements of the former will find their way into a wider arena influ-
encing global discourses about international order in the twenty-first cen-
tury. The challenge for theoretical writings on Asian IR is to reflect on and
conceptualize this dynamic, whereby scholars.do.not stop-at testing Western
concepts and theories.in the Asian context, but generalize from the latter in
order to enrich an hitherto Western-centric IR theory.*’

NOTES

I wish to thank Muthiah Alagappa, David Shambaugh, and Michael Yahuda for their

helpful suggestions for this chapter.

1. In this chapter, | use the term “theory” broadly, focusing on grand theories that
have paradigmatic status, such as Realism, Liberalism, and Constructivism. The (a’m‘
“theory” has many different meanings. The American understanding of theory tends
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to have a sgcml-sdentiﬁc bias, whereby the general assumptions of a theory must be
translated f|mg‘c'au.sal pyoposi_t_jgns that can be rigorously. tested and yield some
measure of prediction. Europeans view theory more loosely as any atie?npt 10 sys-

§e£_ ?fl interrelated concepts a_nd categories. Writings on Asian IR remain atheoretical
in either sense, but more.so in terms of the American understanding than the Euro-
%e‘an c:lle. hljor falnher discussion, see Amitav Acharya and Barry Buzan ”Wllwy Is
ere No Non-Western IR Theory: An Introduction,” Internati " ]
Qi o Moo Hex t ; ational Relations of the
?;t%ailﬁ&ck 7 g(?ctober 2007): 287-312. T he special issue also explores the rea]scoAns
r‘t e lack of interest in theory in the Asian IR literature, one of the main factors
being the dominance of area specialists in the field
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