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Abstract 
 

 In certain areas of Chinese academics, most notably in the field of IR, there has 
been an ardent push for constructing a Chinese school of international relations. This 
work is an attempt to extract the major underlying theoretical components of Chinese 
International Relations Theory by examining and testing both Qin Yaqing and Yan 
Xuetong’s theoreties. In addition, this work also highlights, but does not test, they works 
and theories of Zhao Tingyang. It is also and attempt to understand what, if any, 
significance this has for the wider IR debate. This work first analyzes the historical trend 
for theoretical construction within China and the evolution of the field of IR more 
broadly. Next, an overview of Western, or traditional, theories of IR is outlined. Followed 
by this is a comprehensive analysis of Qin Yaqing and Yan Xuetong’s major theoretical 
elements. The final two sections test the validity of these theories both through historical 
and contemporary cases of China’s use of force. The historical cases tested are: The 
Korean War 1950-1953, China-Taiwan Offshore Island War 1954, China-Taiwan Strait 
War 1958, Sino-Indian War 1962, Sino-Vietnamese War 1979 and The Johnson South 
Reef Skirmish 1988. The contemporaneous case study investigates the South China Sea 
disputes by surveying the U.S. Navy EP-3 surveillance plane incident, the USNS 
Impeccable incident and Chinese island building project in the area of the Spratly feature 
group. In all cases tested, it is demonstrated that CIRT fails to explain China’s use of 
force, finding that realism is a better indicator of interpreting China’s use of force both 
historically and contemporaneously. 

 
在中國學術界的某些領域，尤其是在國際關係領域，人們熱切希望建立一所中

國的國際關係學院。本文試圖通過對秦亞青和閻學通的理論進行考察和檢驗來提取

中國國際關係理論的主要理論成分。此外，這項工作也突出了，但沒有考驗，他們

的作品和趙廷陽的理論。它也試圖了解這對更廣泛的國際關係辯論有何意義（如果

有的話）。本文首先分析了中國理論建構的歷史趨勢和更廣泛的 IR領域的演變。接
下來，概述了西方或傳統的 IR理論。其次是對秦亞青和嚴學通的主要理論要素的綜
合分析。最後兩部分通過中國使用武力的歷史和當代案例來檢驗這些理論的有效性。

歷史案例包括：朝鮮戰爭 1950-1953，中國台灣海上戰爭 1954 年，中國台灣海峽
戰爭 1958年，中印戰爭 1962年，中越戰爭 1979年和約翰遜南礁戰爭 1988年。
同期案件該研究通過調查美國海軍 EP-3偵察機事件，USNS	Impeccable	事件以及南
沙群島特徵組中的中國島嶼建設項目來調查南海爭端。在所有測試的案例中，證明

CIRT無法解釋中國使用武力，發現現實主義是解釋中國在歷史上和同時使用武力的
更好指標。	
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Chapter I: Introduction 

Section 1.1: Introduction to Chinese IRT 

In the field of International Relations Theory (IRT), China’s rise is without a doubt 

one of the most important and perplexing phenomena. This is the case not only in East 

Asia, but also globally due to its prodigious scope economically, politically and militarily. 

Naturally, this has led to a variety of interpretations seeking to explain and understand 

this contemporary global shift. The dizzying array of explanations and interpretations 

demonstrates the complexities, and perhaps misunderstandings, surrounding the 

scholarship on China. Some academics have challenged transatlantic IRT’s (or Western 

International Relations Theories; WIRT) effectiveness in explaining China’s international 

relations, rise and whether or not it poses a challenge to the US position in East Asia.  

Many academics have employed a variety of methods based on long-established IR 

theories. However, there are important queries challenging WIRT in Chinese IR. 

Questions such as: are the traditional theoretical models assessing China’s role in the 

international arena wholly unfounded? Is there a need to understand China in novel and 

uniquely Chinese ways? Is Chinese exceptionalism grounded in reality or is it merely a 

fiction that gives a misleading explanation of Chinese intentions? If China is indeed an 

‘exceptional’ state, what are the theoretical criteria for how it should behave 

internationally?  

Chinese International Relations Theory (CIRT) is an attempt by certain scholars in 

the field of IR to answer these questions in a way that assumes China’s unique and 
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exceptional status. It is a relative newcomer to the field of IRT in general and has only 

recently been expanded and translated by some of the foremost IR theorists both inside 

and outside China. This work is an attempt to clarify, examine and test the theories of two 

of the most prominent IR thinkers in China: Qin Yaqing (秦亞青), Yan Xuetong (閻學

通). In addition, it will also survey the work of Zhao Tingyang (趙汀陽) to demonstrate, 

but not test, the growing popularity of the methods employed by IR constructionist in 

China. 

 This chapter lays out the groundwork of this work’s research question, argument, 

methodology and shortcomings. The next section explains the research question and 

research significance of this work. Following this, a brief description of the argument and 

findings summarizes the conclusions made by this work. The subsequent section briefly 

discusses the methodological framework used in the research. The chapter will conclude 

with an explanation of this research’s limitation. 

 

Section 1.2: Research Question and Significance 

Understanding why some academics in China are zealously pursuing the creation of a 

China-centric IR theory is important for two reasons. First, an examination of motivation 

gives scholars a broad sense of trends in Chinese academia, especially those that 

challenge deeply entrenched theoretical models. In this case, transatlantic IRT and its 

capacity/incapacity to understand China’s international relations. Second, inferences can 

be made more generally about where that debate may lead in terms of picking apart 
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academic arguments and how that may guide the debate in the future. Knowing who is 

involved in CIRT construction is instructive for deciphering the scope of construction and 

legitimacy depending on the reputation and status of the academics involved. And, of 

course, understanding which methods, concepts, terms and theoretical arguments are used 

is essential for a foundational decipherment of what CIRT looks like generally. 

Primarily, this paper seeks to understand how or if the incipient attempts at building a 

predictive CIRT can explain a Chinese use of force. It also strives to understand PRC’s 

grand strategy (if, indeed, a “grand strategy” truly exists) from what has been produced 

thus far in the selected anthology of major Chinese IRT thinkers. In other words, what, if 

anything, can “Chinese School” proponents hang their hats on when considering China’s 

rise and the ancillary international actions it has taken and responsibilities that 

accompany it? Both the growing trend of Chinese IR theorists advocating a “Chinese 

School” of IRT and the academic energy exerted in both China and the West toward 

understanding the thoughts and ideas of CIRT make this a topic of growing importance.  

The success or applicability of any theoretical model is how it holds against the 

scrutiny of testing. As is the case with International Relations Theory in general, the 

applicability of CIRT will be tested against historical events in order to find if the nascent 

theories of CIRT thinkers are tenable. In this case, the use of force will be the means by 

which Chinese International Relations Theory is tested.1 The aim of this research is to 

																																																								
1	 There	are	six	historical	examples	of	the	PRC’s	use	of	force	analyzed	in	this	work	(The	Korean	War	1950-53,	
China-Taiwan	Offshore	Island	War	1954,	China-Taiwan	Strait	Island	War	1958,	Sino-Indian	War	1962,	
Sino-Vietnamese	War	1979,	and	the	Johnson	South	Reef	Skirmish	1987)	and	one	contemporary	case	(South	
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answer the following questions: 

1) Using the information, philosophies, and ideas, particularly those of Qin and 

Yan, when will China use force to achieve its desired ends? Can CIRT 

adequately explain historic uses of force? 

2) Do CIRT and CIRT proponents in general have any measurable effect or 

influence on Chinese policy making? 

In addition to the primary research questions, this paper also seeks to understand two 

supplementary questions related to CIRT. They are as follows: 

1) What are the major motivations for IR theorists in China in promoting the 

construction of a uniquely “Chinese School” of IRT? 

2) What are the broader implications of the development of CIRT in the field of 

IRT in general and within China specifically? 

These questions were chosen for a number of reasons. First, testing any theoretical 

model is an indispensible way theories are validated or disproved. Many of the major 

works in IRT employ a state or country’s use of force as an independent variable to 

appraise it. Next, the ambit of CIRT now possesses a global extent and has caught the 

attention of many leading IR specialists. Finally, can CIRT provide any answers to the 

big questions regarding Chinese policy making? If so, how useful are the works of 

academics like Qin and Yan? 

 

																																																																																																																																																																					
China	Sea	disputes).	See	Chapters	4	&	5.	
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Section 1.3: Summary of Main Argument, Hypotheses and Findings 

To understand China and its concomitant rise, it is the view of the author that a 

balanced approach necessitates a serious consideration of how thinkers in China 

understand and explain China itself. The understanding of Chinese foreign policy and 

strategy often stems, in large part, from conjecture and the incomplete analysis of ruling 

party mouthpieces that very carefully disclose information. Of equal importance is the 

growing sense of exceptionalism emanating from China. Expanding this understanding 

requires increased consideration of major IR thinkers within China, especially those with 

experience within China’s foreign policy bureaucracy. That being said, the hypotheses of 

this paper are summarized here: 

According to the Chinese International Relations Theories examined in this paper, 

China should: 

1) Only use force for defensive purposes and should not pursue an offensive grand 

strategy, and; 

2) Chinese soft power aims should be purely political in the sense that attracting 

other states comes from leading by example and not purely economic 

investments or coercion. 

From an offensive realist perspective of International Relations China should: 

1) Due to the anarchic structure of the international system, China will use force 

offensively when it suits its grand strategic ambitions, especially when those 

ambitions involve Chinese core interests, and its military capabilities increase. It 

DOI:10.6814/NCCU201901209
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would also calculate risks based on relative power assessments; 

From a defensive realist perspective of International Relations China should: 

2) Use force when it feels threatened or insecure, or when a security dilemma 

arises; 

From a neoclassical realist perspective of International Relations China should: 

3) China will use force when a strategic rival’s perceived threat reaches an 

intolerable threshold, its relative material power considerations are taken into 

account and when domestic constraints are minimal. 

 These hypotheses are a synopsis of the theories used in this work. They are 

hypotheses summarized broadly for CIRT and were made on the basis the works of Qin 

Yaqing and Yan Xuetong. There exist significant difference in their bodies of work 

respectively and are analyzed closely in chapter four. It is important to point out that 

other contending IR theories such as liberalism or constructivism were intentionally left 

out because this work is primarily concerned with use of force. The findings in chapters 

four and five all postulate that realism, particularly defensive and offensive realism 

depending on the case study, is a better indicator for comprehending the PRC’s decisions 

to use force historically.  

 

Section 1.4: Theoretical Analysis and Methodological Framework  

The method of this research is a combination of empirical, qualitative, and historical 

research. The empirical aspect will focus on two case studies: the historical testing of 

DOI:10.6814/NCCU201901209
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CIRT and Chinese actions in the South China Sea. These cases are chosen for a number 

reasons. The importance of understanding the international system and how and when 

states choose to use force is a paramount question in the study of IR. CIRT concerns 

itself with this quandary, but only to a limited extent. Nonetheless, where CIRT is 

concerned with force and how force should be used will be analyzed against both 

historical and contemporary backdrops. 

The qualitative portion of this research will critically examine IRT building in China 

as a growing trend within certain circles of Chinese academia and analyze its philosophy 

and application of concepts, many of which are derived from ancient origins. In order to 

do this, a comprehensive review of the major CIRT thinkers and concepts, philosophies, 

and theories is necessary to provide a selected background to understand the major trends 

in CIRT and how they will be applied. This also includes the historical analysis of ancient 

Chinese thinkers and their ideas concerning international relations. 

 

Section 1.5: Scope and Limitations 

 The intent of this work is to shine light on the small, but growing body of work in 

Chinese academia dealing with theoretical construction. It makes use of an extensive 

array of research from English language books and journals. However, for the scope of 

this work, many Chinese language databases were not utilized. This poses some 

limitations due to the absence of a wide-range of research. It is hope that as this work 

continues to develop more resource can be drawn upon to ameliorate this. Another 
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potential drawback is that this work only analyzes scholars from the PRC. While this is 

intentional, it also leaves out a number of scholars outside the PRC working on IRT 

construction. 

This paper will proceed as follows. Chapter two will give an introduction of Western 

IRT’s explanations, specifically the various liberalisms and realisms, of China’s rise and 

how and when China should use force. The purpose of this chapter is to provide a counter 

analysis to CIRT and give background on how the most prevalent IRTs explain China’s 

behavior. Chapter three provides an introduction to some of the primary concepts used in 

CIRT, followed by an outline of major CIRT thinkers and their philosophies in order to 

supply an analysis of CIRT. Chapter four evaluates CIRT by examining five historical 

examples of the PRC’s wars, to test the validity of CIRT theories. Chapter five looks at 

Chinese actions in the South China Sea and attempts to qualify/disqualify the use of force 

under CIRT. Finally a conclusion will summarize the findings and argue the case for 

further study. 
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Chapter II: Competing Theories 

Section 2.1: Western IRT and China’s Rise 

Many have theorized what challenges and changes China’s rise may hold for the 

future. Most have studied China’s behavior within the framework of mainstream IRTs. 

Even within this configuration, the spectrum of interpretations is highly contrasted, and 

on the polar opposites one sees arguments that range from perceiving China’s rise as 

threatening to the international order to a more accommodating and indeed positive 

assessment of China’s rise. The reality of China’s rise and its international behavior, 

however, seem to continually confound and challenge traditional models and theories 

used in understanding International Relations. Western IRT or transatlantic IRT, 

particularly liberalism and realism, has dominated the field of IR since its inception as a 

discipline. This fact has not gone unnoticed by IR thinkers and, as postulated above, may 

be one of the variables pushing certain academics within China to seek alternatives to 

mainstream IR. Dissatisfaction with mainstream IR as a means of understanding China 

presents itself in many Chinese IR related works. This chapter, therefore, will offer a 

background on liberalism and realism for the purposes of more deeply understanding how 

the field of IR is responding to the changes brought about by a rising China. It will also 

serve as a backdrop to pinpoint what, according to the CIRT thinkers, are the foremost 

points of contention with traditional IRT. 

An abundance of writers have framed their work in a way that positions China as the 

antithesis to the West. The rhetoric within much of the scholarship on China since the 

DOI:10.6814/NCCU201901209
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“China threat theory’s” formation has continually emphasized a growing confrontational 

tone that places China at ends with the West and Western established IR models and the 

international system. Although many in the West have been quick to denounce China’s 

growing assertiveness, some have seen not change, but a continuity of tone and policy. 

One study by Alastair Iain Johnston quantitatively measured the frequency within U.S. 

news articles, academic journals and books, as well as blogs that refer to China as 

“assertive.” The findings reveal a radical increase in the use of the word “assertive” at or 

around 2010, suggesting a potential “narrowing of public discourse” and perhaps a 

growing celerity of “discursive bandwagoning” that creates imprecise and erroneous 

impressions of China’s international intentions.2 This analysis empirically examines 

Chinese diplomacy before and after 2010 and the findings suggest three analytical flaws 

within the assertive China discourse: 1) selection on the dependent variable (emphasizing 

confirming evidence while ignoring discounting examples); 2) ahistoricism 

(predetermined conclusions that transitions or changes breaking with the past have been 

made), and; 3) problematic causal arguments. Johnston concludes that although some 

instances of escalating assertiveness can be witnessed in new “core interest” areas such as 

the South China Sea, overall China’s diplomacy has not fundamentally changed; more 

likely the West’s reactions to Chinese diplomacy have become more polarized.3  

An additional reason many writers, especially in the West, have adopted a tone that 

																																																								
2	 Alastair	Iain	Johnston,	“How	Assertive	Is	China’s	New	Assertiveness?,”	International	Security	Vol.	37,	No.	4	
(Spring	2013),	8.	
3	 Johnston,	“How	Assertive	is	China’s	New	Assertiveness?”	32-45.	
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equates China’s rise with growing assertiveness and bellicosity is the 2012 ascension of 

Xi Jinping as paramount leader. Much of the debate surrounding the assertive China 

discourse is focused on a shift from the Deng Xiaoping-era strategy of “keeping a low 

profile” (韜光養晦) to “striving for achievements” (奮發有為) and many see this as a 

change in overall Chinese policy.4 The termination of presidential term limits in China, 

in addition to the inclusion of ‘Xi Jinping Thought’ into the Chinese constitution since 

the 19th Party Congress have done little to quell these concerns. This has led some to take 

a different view in light of the growing increase of assertive rhetoric about China. Much 

of this has fueled a reemergence of realism and has led many to view U.S. – China 

relations through the lens of a power transition theoretical model.  

To better understand CIRT it is necessary to compare and contrast it with traditional 

IRT paradigms. In doing so, both a structural and state level analysis review will be 

necessary to pinpoint transatlantic IRT’s usefulness in comprehending China’s behavior. 

This chapter will proceed as follows: In Section 2.2, liberalism’s understanding of 

China’s rise and behavior will be examined before Section 2.3 delves into realism’s 

explanation of how China’s rise should be understood. In addition, a survey of power 

transition theory’s understanding of China’s rise will be analyzed in Section 2.4. All three 

sections will hypothesize when China would use force to advance its goals. The 

divergence between transatlantic IRT and where they may run counter or parallel to 

																																																								
4	 Qin	Yaqing,	“Continuity	through	Change:	Background	Knowledge	and	China’s	International	Strategy,”	The	
Chinese	Journal	of	International	Politics	(2014),	286.	
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CIRT will be used as a benchmark to test the validity of CIRT. 

 

Section 2.2: Liberalism 

Contemporary liberalism embodies the three pillars of what are commonly referred 

to as “liberal peace:” republican representation (constitutional); values associated with 

the human rights norm (international), and; commercial interdependence (cosmopolitan).5 

International liberalism of today also places heavy emphasis on the role of institutions as 

a way to “promote beneficial effects on human security, human welfare and human 

liberty….”6 However, as the American-led international liberal order adapts to the 

realities of the 21st century, it is important to understand how China fits into an 

international liberalist way of perceiving the world. Certainly in the case of commercial 

interdependence China has expanded both trade with other countries (especially the U.S.) 

and has entered into an increasing amount of international and regional institutions where 

it often plays a major decision making role. 

Democratization and respect for human rights present the biggest hurdle for liberal 

optimists. In the U.S., IR theorists and China scholars have, since the normalization of 

relations, traditionally adhered to the tired argument (often through rose-tinted lenses) 

that China will one day democratize. After Nixon’s historic trip to China in 1972 and the 

formalization of Sino-U.S. relations, many thought China was on the path toward a more 

																																																								
5	 Michael	W.	Doyle,	“Three	Pillars	of	the	Liberal	Peace,”	American	Political	Science	Review	(2005):	463.	
6	 Robert	O.	Keohane,	“Twenty	Years	of	Institutional	Liberalism,”	International	Relations	(2012):	126.	
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open society. The growing prosperity and reliance on the U.S. in the 1980’s led many to 

believe that China was on its way toward democratization, a belief that was rescinded 

after 1989. During the Clinton years when relations began to warm after the Tiananmen 

Square Massacre, China’s now booming economy meant that China may finally begin to 

open both politically and economically. In the early 2000’s China’s ascent into the WTO 

and the cooperation between U.S. and China in regards to international terrorism again 

led many to consider democratic changes within China were on the horizon. All of these 

instances have shown the ineluctable reality that authoritarianism within China is resilient 

and likely not to falter given current course of the PRC. The CCP’s grip on power has 

only ossified as the party’s recent rescinding of presidential term limits has demonstrated. 

 Of significant importance in understanding why democracy is an essential 

component of liberalism’s theoretical hardcore is the strong empirical relationship 

between democracy and peace. Known as the democratic peace theory, it postulates that 

democracies rarely, if ever, engage in interstate conflict with each other. This is attributed 

to a combination of the structural account that democratic governments must ultimately 

gain approval from their electorate and the normative account that democratic values 

deter democracies from engaging in conflict with states that share the same values and 

norms.7 While arguments over what defines a democracy and what counts as war 

continue to reshape the debate, there exists statistically significant correlation that 

																																																								
7	 John	M.	Owen,	“How	Liberalism	Produces	Democratic	Peace,”	International	Security	Vol.	19,	No.	2	(Autumn	
1994),	90.	
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democracies rarely engage in conflict with one another.8 

Understanding the evolution of liberalism is also vital to grasping what major 

changes have occurred and how that in turn affects state relations to the international 

order and also how liberalism as an IRT has matured. International liberalism, according 

to G. John Ikenberry, has gone through two major paradigmatic shifts and is now entering 

a third. What Ikenberry refers to as “liberalism 1.0” is simply the post-WWI Wilsonian 

world and the transforming of “the old global system of balance of power, spheres of 

influence, military rivalry and alliances into a unified liberal international order based on 

nations states and rule of law.” 9  While Europe was reformatting itself after the 

devastating conflagration of WWI, the inequitable Treaty of Versailles set the stage for 

China’s participation in the liberal international order albeit one that was defined by 

inequality, imperialistic ambitions, and violence. Liberalism 2.0, again defined by 

Ikenberry, is the period after the close of WWII where a significant reshuffling of 

international liberal order occurs. It is an order dominated by the West (U.S.), one where 

compromises are made to state sovereignty, enforcement of international rules through 

institutions, and the extending of things like economic regulations and human rights.10 

The prominence of liberalism in the IR debate took off after the collapse of the Soviet 

Union and the expansion of U.S.-led institutions. Liberalism 2.0 is in a period of crisis, 

																																																								
8	 Piki	Ish-Shalom,	“Theory	as	a	Hermeneutical	Mechanism:	The	Democratic-Peace	Thesis	and	the	Politics	of	
Democratization,”	European	Journal	of	International	Relations	Vol.	12	(2006),	575.	
9	 G.	John	Ikenberry,	“Liberal	Internationalism	3.0:	America	and	the	Dilemmas	of	Liberal	World	Order,”	
Perspectives	on	Politics	Vol.	7	No.	1	(2009),	75.	
10	 Ikenberry,	“International	Liberalism	3.0,”	74.	
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according to Ikenberry. This is primarily due the end of the Cold War and the change of 

bargaining incentives due to unipolarity and a globalization of the world’s economy 

coupled with the rise of developing states.11  

The erosion of liberalism’s efficacy may be what deters China from playing by the 

rules. China has benefited immensely from global trade and its participation in 

organizations such as the WTO. That has not prevented it from challenging aspects of the 

status quo. Questions emerge with the prominence China has placed on its own grand 

projects related to the Asia Infrastructure Investment Bank the Belt and Road Initiative. 

On the one hand, these are international institutions that indeed create interdependence 

and cooperation. Other the other hand, many of the states at the receiving end of Belt and 

Road Initiative funding are finding themselves unable to pay back their debts and falling 

prey to predatory responses from the PRC (see Section 2.4).  

According to a liberalist understanding of China’s rise, a deepening of economic and 

institutional ties globally, and the growing bilateral ties between the U.S. and China (the 

first and second largest economies respectively) should witness a China that is a more 

accommodating and responsible stakeholder in the international system. However, that 

only embodies one-third of liberalism’s major tenets. China has done little to curb its 

human rights abuses and, since the rise of Xi Jinping as president for life, the situation 

seems more ominous. Criticism of the communist regime is met with harsh suppression. 

For example, a 2015 incident now infamously known as “709”, 205 lawyers were 

																																																								
11	 Ikenberry,	“International	Liberalism	3.0,”	80.	
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detained for their work in human rights cases. Many were forced to give admissions of 

guilt and sentenced to serve jail time. One of the lawyers, Wang Quanzhang (王全璋), 

was working on cases deemed particularly sensitive by the party has not been heard from 

since.12 Even seemingly benign acts have been regarded as subversive and therefore met 

with ruthlessness. A budding grassroots feminist movement has been growing in many 

areas of China and its activities largely target social issues that were thought to be outside 

the political sphere. Much of their work was aimed at raising awareness for things like 

sexual harassment on public transportation, domestic violence and the disparity of toilet 

access between men and women. These seemingly innocuous issues have made feminists 

targets of the regime. The most notorious human rights abuse was the jailing of the 

“Feminist Five” on International Women’s Day in 2015. Feminists and feminist activities 

continue to be the recipient of police intimidation, detention and threats.13 These 

incidences along with countless others make it unlikely that China has any intention of 

democratizing or improving its human rights record. 

What this indicates, according to liberalism, is that China is likely to continue its 

participation in international organizations, especially those from which it gains the most 

benefit economically and diplomatically. It would be unlikely that China, as a rational 

actor, would seek to weaken or impinge its economic position by disregarding 

																																																								
12	 “Third	Anniversary	of	the	Lawyers	Crackdown	in	China:	Where	are	the	Human	Rights	Lawyers?,”	Amnesty	
International,	July	9,	2018,	
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/campaigns/2018/07/china-human-rights-lawyers-crackdown-third-anniv
ersary/.	
13	 Leta	Hong	Fincher,	Betraying	Big	Brother:	The	Feminist	Awakening	in	China	(London,	Verso,	2018),	Kindle	
edition,	Chapter	2.	
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international norms. Even so, while China is a stakeholder in many international 

institutions, it has either evaded or simply ignored the decisions made by international 

bodies of which China is a participant. This holds especially true in incidences that China 

deems “core interest areas”. In the case of democracy, the CPC’s survival rests on a 

closed and undemocratic society that is carefully managed through state controlled media 

outlets and ever more technologically advanced systems of surveillance. 

The Sino-U.S. relationship has been under immense strain. Both sides continue to 

view each other with growing suspicion. This mutual suspicion may be amplified by the 

unpredictability of the US economic policy toward China. With current tariffs and a 

burgeoning trade war developing, the situation may indeed precipitate into something 

more dangerous. Under a liberalist model, China may be inclined to use force when key 

strategic areas are endangered. Economically, this may be further provoked by the trade 

war between the U.S. and China. In addition to strict state control, a key component of 

the CCP’s persistence is its ability to sustain economic growth. If the U.S. were to 

threaten any of China’s core interest areas or deal a significant economic blow to the 

Chinese economy, despite China’s invested interest in international organizations, some 

form of force may be employed. 

 

Section 2.3: Realism 

Realism has dominated IRT for at least the past 50 years and has, in part, shaped the 

perceptions of China’s actions and its rise. While realism is not a single unified theory 
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but a set of theories it does share some common overall characteristics. All realist 

theories stress the following key components: sovereign states are the central actors in the 

international system; states are rational and act in accordance to advance their security, 

power and wealth; the international background is structurally anarchic meaning it lacks 

an overarching authority to govern states. Of equal importance to realists is the uneven 

distribution of power within a system or a dyad that creates the conditions for conflict.14 

Positing that the international background is anarchic has profound consequences in 

realist thinking. International anarchy drives power considerations and the desire to 

consolidate power by leaving states uncertain about the intentions of other states.15  

There are three major threads of realist thought in IR: Classical realism, neorealism 

and hegemonic stability theory. In brief, classical realism, as put famously put forth in 

Hans Morgenthau’s book Politics Among Nations, posits that war is unlikely when the 

great powers are relatively equal in wealth and power. Balance of power politics makes 

the cost of war high and the chances of success questionable. Classical realists see 

multipolarity as the key to maintaining peace, where any potential aggressor may be 

thwarted by alliances.16 Neorealism, on the other hand, focuses it attention on the 

anarchic background structure and asserts that bipolar structures are less likely to engage 

in warlike behavior. This, according to neorealist, occurs for three reasons: first, great 

																																																								
14	 Jack	S.	Levy	and	William	R.	Thompson,	Causes	of	War	(West	Sussex,	United	Kingdom:	Wiley-Blackwell,	2010),	
28-29.	
15	 Robert	Jervis,	Perception	and	Misperception	in	International	Politics	(Princeton:	Princeton	University	Press,	
2017),	33.	
16	 Dale	C.	Copeland,	The	Origins	of	Major	War	(Ithaca,	New	York:	Cornell	University	Press,	2000),	11.	

DOI:10.6814/NCCU201901209



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i Univ

ers
i t

y

19	

powers are less like to be entangled in complex alliance systems that draw them 

unwillingly into war, second; polarity make peripheral comprising undesirable so the 

major powers increase deterrence and, third; great powers prioritize military spending 

that minimizes other great powers from emerging.17 Finally, hegemonic stability theory 

views a system with a unitary great power as a key to stability.18 

Realists tend to have a less cheerful view of international relations. In his article, 

“The Future of U.S.–China Relations: Is Conflict Inevitable,” Aaron L. Friedberg divides 

realists into two camps: realist pessimists and optimists. For realist pessimists, a rising 

power is likely to disturb the status quo and upset either the balance of power or the 

pre-established hegemony, in this case the U.S. This occurs through the tendency of 

rising states to expand, placing both sides in a security dilemma where even if states are 

actively avoiding conflict, the measures each side takes to secure its position may lead to 

an unintended clash or enhance mutual suspicion.19 Looking at the track record of rising 

states throughout history and the bellicosity of rising powers or the reaction of hegemons, 

from a realist pessimist perspective, “it is unlikely to behave differently than have others 

of its type throughout history.”20 

 On the other end of the realist spectrum, realist optimists see a wide range of 

opportunities emerging from international anarchy that may in fact foster greater 

																																																								
17	 Copeland,	The	Origins	of	Major	War,	12.	
18	 Copeland,	The	Origins	of	Major	War,	13.	
19	 Aaron	L.	Friedberg,	“The	Future	of	U.S.–China	Relations:	Is	Conflict	Inevitable,”	International	Security	Vol.	30,	
No.	2	(Autumn,	2005):	17-22.	
20	 Friedberg,	“The	Future	of	U.S.–China	Relations,”	20.	
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cooperation. Charles L. Glaser proposes an alternative to structural realism, which he 

designates as “contingent realism,” that is developed from three different arguments. First, 

it disposes of the bias toward competition that is fundamental to structural realism by its 

understanding of “risk” associated with cooperation and the fact that self-help contains 

little that indicates preference toward competition or cooperation. 21  Second, in a 

structural realists sense “states evaluate their ability to achieve security in terms of power” 

whereas contingent realism bases it assumption on military capabilities.22 Finally, states 

as rational actors use military policy to communicate their intentions, particularly benign 

intentions through “arms control, unilateral defense, and unilateral restraint.”23 

One of the major conditions of the anarchic structure of the international system 

under both defensive and offensive realism is the security dilemma. Assuming that states 

are status quo security-seekers but uncertain of each other’s motives, true capabilities, 

strategic aims etc. respond to the misinterpretation of the actions of other states leading to 

a reaction that exasperates military competition. To better assess the catalysts of 

competitive security dynamics between states, Liff and Ikenberry identify two types of 

strategic settings. The first type is characterized by a traditional security dilemma based 

on “mutual suspicions” even though both states are more interested in preserving the 

status quo than increasing defense spending. The second type differs from the first in the 

outcome variable: one or both states are not seeking to preserve the status quo even 

																																																								
21	 Charles	L.	Glaser,	“Realists	as	Optimists:	Cooperation	as	Self-Help,”	International	Security	Vol.	19,	No.	3	
(Winter	1994-95):	58-59.	
22	 Charles	L.	Glaser,	“Realists	as	Optimists,”	60-61.	
23	 Charles	L.	Glaser,	“Realists	as	Optimists,”	68.	
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though they are not seeking military conflict.24 

 How do states understand one another’s intentions? There is little consensus in 

regards to intentions and IR scholars have a widely varying definition of states’ intentions, 

however for the purposes of this paper, a slightly modified version of Rosato’s is used to 

understand intentions.25 In regards to arms controls, it is unlikely that states will make 

major reductions in their arsenal or capabilities and even less likely they will unilaterally 

adopt policies of restraint. States may extend gestures signaling reductions, however 

these gestures are likely to be seen as strategic trickery.26 States have little motivation to 

reduce either their defense spending or their procurement and expansion of arms. 

A realist interpretation of China’s rise views it as an inevitable contestation for 

hegemony. John Mearsheimer’s offensive realism offers a bleak picture of China’s rise 

and the future for balance of power relations with the United States. In a realist 

explanation, states not only vie for absolute power, but also for relative power. Under this 

interpretation, China will likely develop regional hegemonic ambitions within Asia that 

would create friction with its neighbors, some of which would subsequently look toward 

the U.S. for help. The rise of China is predicated on “intense security competition with 

considerable potential for war. In short, China’s rise is unlikely to be tranquil” and will 

																																																								
24	 Adam	P.	Liff	and	G.	John	Ikenberry,	“Racing	Toward	Tragedy?	China’s	Rise,	Military	Competition	in	the	Asia	
Pacific,	and	the	Security	Dilemma,”	International	Security	Vol.	39,	No.	2	(Fall	2014):	63-64.	
25	 Sebastian	Rosato,	“The	Inscrutable	Intentions	of	Great	Powers,”	International	Security	Vol.	39,	No.	3	(Winter	
2014/15):	52-53;	Rosato	defines	“intention”	in	four	ways:	first	“intentions	entail	actions”	in	which	they	will	
behave	in	a	certain	way.	Second,	intentions	are	considered	only	from	the	state	level.	Third,	intentions	can	be	and	
are	often	modified.	Finally,	intentions	are	usually	circumstantially	conditioned.	
26	 Rosato,	“The	Inscrutable	Intentions	of	Great	Powers,”	74-75.	
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reasonably lead to balance of power relations on a grand scale.27 

Growing mistrust and a lack of transparency on multiple sides would suggest that 

China’s neighbors would enhance their own capabilities in confronting and trying to 

thwart China’s rise. Even considering Charles L. Glaser’s assessment of “contingent 

realism” we can hardly rule out the pessimistic stance of realism given the conditions of 

China’s current trajectory. Liff and Ikenberry emphasize China’s littoral states (including 

the U.S., Singapore, and Australia) growing military expenditures in the face of growing 

uncertainty surrounding China. Japanese reaction to growing Chinese influence in the 

region in addition to territorial disputes between Japan and China in the East China Sea 

that has led to “significant upgrades to its military capabilities.”28 Japan has also sought 

out strategic alliances in a balancing effort directed toward Beijing. There is also debate 

within Japan about amending Article 9 of their constitution aimed at strengthening Japan 

militarily.29  

Under a realist model, it seems unlikely that China will seek increased cooperation 

with the US and even less likely it will not perceive US actions in the Asia-Pacific as 

threatening and as a means to contain China. There is no doubt about China’s military 

ambitions. Defense spending is one of the major indicators of a country’s military 

capabilities. In 2017, China spent an estimated 228 billion USD (approximately 1.9% of 

																																																								
27	 John	J.	Mearsheimer,	“Can	China	Rise	Peacefully?”	The	National	Interest	October	25,	2014,	
http://nationalinterest.org/commentary/can-china-rise-peacefully-10204	
28	 Adam	P.	Liff	and	G.	John	Ikenberry,	“Racing	Toward	Tragedy?”	73.	
29	 Feliz	Solomon,	“Sinzo	Abe	Moves	Closer	to	Changing	Japan’s	Pacifist	Constitution,”	Time	May	4,	2017	
http://time.com/4766409/shinzo-abe-japan-constitution-military/	
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its GDP) on its military expenditure, up a staggering 356 percent since 2001 when the 

estimated military budget was around 50 billion.30 While some scholars maintain that a 

traditional security dilemma is not occurring between China and the US,31 China’s 

growing military capabilities and the reaction of not only the US but also littoral states in 

the Asia-Pacific region suggest a dangerous and potent recipe for a security dilemma. 

Under a realist model China would be on the path toward challenging the unipolarity of 

the US by means of both economic and military expansion and strengthening. Apart from 

securing territorial integrity, rising states seek to assert themselves beyond their borders 

in many ways. Not only seeking to ensure access to different economic markets, 

resources and influence in strategic areas, growing powers also seek to promote their 

values to the outside world.32 It is likely that China would use force in preserving what it 

considers core areas of interest that emphatically includes territorial integrity – and 

especially strong stance on the One China debate and Taiwan – but unlikely to use force 

in a contest it deems unwinnable. This is because as a rational actor, China would not 

seek to engage in behavior that may reduce or weaken its relative power. 

 

Section 2.4: Power Transition Theory 

 One of the most important questions concerning the rise of China vis-à-vis the United 

States is whether or not China is to be seen, desires to or is on the path to replace the U.S. 

																																																								
30	 “What	Does	China	Really	Spend	on	Its	Military?”	CSIS:	China	Power,	Accessed	October	16,	2018,	
https://chinapower.csis.org/military-spending/	 	
31	 Adam	P.	Liff	and	G.	John	Ikenberry,	“Racing	Toward	Tragedy?”	88.	
32	 Friedberg,	“The	Future	of	U.S.–China	Relations,”	19.	
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as the a regional or global hegemon. This exposition has taken root even at the highest 

levels of dialogue. In September 2018, foreign minister of the PRC Wang Yi (王毅) gave 

a speech where he declared, “China will not become, will not challenge, will not take the 

place of the United States.”33 Despite this, an abundance of literature exists that 

maintains China will challenge the U.S.-led order. As a thread of realism, the power 

transition theory sees power as the underlying factor that dominates state behavior. In this 

regard, throughout history, great powers have had to worry about their power relative to 

their competitors. Power transition theory is an alternative to the balance of power theory. 

In international systems that are dominated by a single hegemonic power, those states 

will set up economic systems and norms of behavior that both benefit themselves and 

create security for the system as a whole. Those who work with the hegemonic states 

receive benefits and those states that disapprove are too weak to contest. According to the 

power transition theory, a rising power will contest this structure when the rising state is 

dissatisfied with the status quo, power begins to shift and there is approximate equality of 

power.34 

 Graham Allison’s book Destine for War examines the eponymous phenomenon of 

the “Thucydides Trap” (TT), whereby a rising power challenges the supremacy of a 

seated hegemon leading to conflict or war. Allison analyzes 16 case studies of rising 

																																																								
33	 Owen	Churchill,	“US	Is	Making	‘Serious	Strategic	Misjudgment’	In	Its	Accusations	against	China,	Beijing’s	Top	
Diplomat	Says,”	South	China	Morning	Post,	September	29,	2018,	
https://www.scmp.com/news/china/diplomacy/article/2166275/beijings-top-diplomat-says-us-making-serio
us-strategic.	
34	 Levy	and	Thompson,	Causes	of	War,	44.	
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power/ruling power dynamic from the past 500 years. His results find that 12 of the case 

studies examined resulted in war.35 The book is not all doom and gloom – Allison points 

out that war is not inevitable – but it does demonstrate the difficulty of managing the 

Sino-U.S. relationship. There exists four potential ways in which Sino-U.S. relations can 

fall through the “trap door”. The first is through strategic miscalculation. That is, there is 

no guarantee that leaders on either side will evaluate the relationship through clear and 

informed decision-making processes. The second is how China will behave in the coming 

decades as the military gap between the U.S. and China begins to shrink. Third, concerns 

China’s calculation of America’s relative decline and how it will act. Fourth and finally, 

is the potential for both sides to become entangled in conflict as a result of hostilities 

between China and America’s allies in the region. With tensions already simmering in 

East Asia, especially in the South China Sea, this may be the biggest challenge facing the 

Sino-U.S. relationship.36 

Chinese institutions like the AIIB and the Belt and Road Initiative are viewed with a 

mix of skepticism and concern as a means to erode already established global institutions. 

The big question is whether or not these actions are part of a Chinese grand strategy 

whereby the PRC is desirous of weakening the US position in key strategic areas. The 

opening of the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) in January of 2016 was a 

monumental shift in regional and global responsibility for China. The AIIB is the only 

																																																								
35	 Graham	Allison,	Destined	for	War:	Can	China	and	America	Escape	the	Thucydides	Trap?	(New	York:	Houghton	
Mifflin	Harcourt,	2017),	Kindle	edition,	Chapter	3.	
36	 Lam	Peng	Er,	“China,	the	United	States,	Alliances	and	War:	Avoiding	the	Thucydides	Trap?”	Asian	Affairs:	An	
American	Review	Vol.	42	No.	2	(2016),	44.	
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major multinational development bank outside of the U.S. backed major institutions 

(World Bank, IMF) and the Japanese-led and U.S. supported Asia Development Bank 

(ADB) that works closely with developing countries in Asia to promote infrastructural 

development. The 57 signatories of the AIIB included major developed economies such 

as Germany, South Korea, and Australia. This support demonstrates international 

encouragement for augmenting China’s share of regional and global responsibility.37 

Apart from being a challenger to the US led unipolar global economic governance, the 

AIIB represents a significant step of China taking on more responsibility as a regional 

power. In the long-term, however, the AIIB is a way for China to develop its regional soft 

power and as a way for mutually beneficial relationships to emerge between China and 

developing nations.38 

In regards to foreign policy, China is beginning to play a more prominent role. China 

is currently building its first overseas base in Djibouti and in recent years has pledged to 

increase its share of global peacekeeping troops.39 While China maintains its intent in the 

region is to thwart piracy in valuable shipping lanes near and around the Horn of Africa, 

it may be the first in a number of bases necessary for China’s naval ambitions. In addition 

to its sole military base, China has funded a number of port projects around the world as a 

component of the BRI. China has been charged with debt trap diplomacy, whereby 

																																																								
37	 The	U.S.	refused	to	join	and	vehemently	lobbied	key	ally	states	not	to	as	well.	
38	 Xing	Yuqing,	“The	Asian	Infrastructure	Investment	Bank	and	China’s	Role	in	Regional	Economic	Governance,”	
East	Asia	Policy	08,	25	(2016),	25-29.	
39	 Katrina	Mason,	“China	Military	to	Set	up	First	Overseas	Base	in	Horn	of	Africa,”	Financial	Times,	April	1,	2016,	
accessed	November	14,	2016,	https://www.ft.com/content/59ad20d6-f74b-11e5-803c-d27c7117d132	 	
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countries that are unable to pay back their debt are pressured into acquiescing to China’s 

demands. No case is more apparent than Sri Lanka, where China had dumped enormous 

loans for a project that was deemed unnecessary and was channeling money to the then 

president’s election campaign. Unable to payback the loan and under tremendous 

pressure, Sri Lanka relinquished the port to China giving China possession of an 

immensely strategic foothold in the Indian Ocean.40 

While it is questionable whether or not China is actively seeking to replace the U.S. 

and its position globally, the power transition theory gives a lens though which to 

potentially view China’s actions. China is a long way off from catching up to the U.S. 

militarily and would predictably be leery of engaging in an all out conflict with the U.S. 

to secure regional or global hegemony. However, China is gradually strengthening its 

position and possessions as the examples above demonstrate. The BRI is entrenched 

within Chinese foreign policy and it seems reasonable the China will continue to expand 

its reach while eroding smaller countries’ burgeoning democratic institutions, financial 

institutions and relations with the West. It may also embolden China to more military 

proactive means of securing its position in these key areas. 

   

Section 2.5: Conclusion 

 The main purpose of this chapter is to elucidate the major IRT’s in order to establish 

																																																								
40	 Maria	Abi-Habib,	“How	China	Got	Sri	Lanka	to	Cough	Up	a	Port,”	New	York	Times,	June	25,	2018,	
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/06/25/world/asia/china-sri-lanka-port.html	 	
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a platform to see how CIRT is contradicted, complimented or reject by them. The above 

literature review of liberalism, realism and power transition theory also provides a 

backdrop from which the judgments comparing and contrasting CIRT can be made. 

These are the most prominently used theoretical models in assessing China’s rise and its 

behavior. As such, it is essential to understand their significance as well as their 

methodology for how they view China’s rise.  

Liberalism generally views China from a more positive angle, albeit as an actor in 

need of serious reform. China has developed deep economic interdependence with the 

global economic system and especially with its greatest trading partner the U.S. This 

economic relationship is under immense strain in the face of U.S. tariffs and an 

unpredictable trade war. Democratization seems a phenomenon unlikely to happen 

anytime soon in China weakening liberalism’s sanguine view that China will not pose a 

threat to either the region or the U.S. While China participates and is a stakeholder in 

many international organizations and treaties, it has proved sometimes apprehensive or 

even dismissive of actually adhering to these as the case of the 2016 Hague arbitration 

poignantly demonstrates. 

Realism holds a bleaker prospect of China’s evolving place in the world and its 

behavior. With its focus on anarchic background, relative power considerations and 

tendency for security dilemma-type situations to arise China’s actions, especially those 

that are diametrically opposed to the U.S., seem to fit the bill of realism’s assessments. 

Under a realist model, the U.S. is likely to have misgivings about China’s intentions. Its 
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increased military expenditure, its militaristic posture in the SCS and its growing 

assertiveness in the region (particularly vis-à-vis Taiwan) all pave the way for a security 

dilemma that could fracture relations and lead to conflict. As a branch of realism, the 

power transition theory seems the least applicable lens through which to view China’s 

behavior. However, as China continues to develop it military capabilities and strategic 

positioning, it may be a more tenable lens in the decades to come. 

The absence of non-Western IRTs has been widely discussed as a weakness within 

the IR debate for at least the past decade and many have taken up the call to explore other 

options that compliment or challenge mainstream IRT. While serious scholarship is being 

undertaken to find alternatives to the current paradigm, Western IRT as of now remains 

largely unchallenged in its preeminence particularly realism. While that may be the case 

in the present, the IR thinkers in the next chapter view this disparity as an inherent 

shortcoming and as one of the major motivations for their work. 
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Chapter III: Chinese International Relations Theory 

Section 3.1: Introduction 

 This chapter is an attempt at assembling the underlying assumptions of CIRT by 

examining the works of both two of the leading thinkers, Qin Yaqing (秦亞青), Yan 

Xuetong (閻學通) and Zhao Tingyang (趙汀陽). A holistic understanding of the 

emergent trend of IRT construction in China requires understanding the background of 

the thinkers involved and factors motivating their endeavors. Why these scholars choose 

to dedicate their academic efforts to IRT construction is helpful for a number of reasons. 

First, we can better understand why there is a general push in China to develop a 

uniquely Chinese theory of IR. Second, pinpointing their reasons will inform whether or 

not CIRT can be vindicated on an objective level. In other words, how much of a role 

does professional advancement of individual scholars play in CIRT? Beyond these 

considerations, this chapter also provides an outline of the theories and concepts they 

propose as well as a critical analysis of those proposals. 

 As of yet, CIRT claims no unified theoretical model, nor does it possess a 

theoretical hard core such as that of Realism or Liberalism. It is a disparate collection of 

potential ways to understand China’s actions by some of the leading thinkers of IR within 

China’s most prestigious intellectual institutions. Despite its heterogeneous nature, CIRT 

boasts significant scholarship devoted to understanding its potential both inside and 

outside of China. It is also a developing trend within the Chinese IR framework. In 

addition, its scope is increasingly wide as more literature on and about CIRT is being 
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produced. This work is an attempt at understanding the potential influence of CIRT on 

policy makers and thinkers and how or if it possesses any practical application. 

 Many of the proponents of CIRT construction, along with those who strive to 

incorporate Chinese concepts into IRT, do so in response to the dominance of Western or 

transatlantic IRT in the field of IR. Amitav Acharya and Barry Buzan wrote a seminal 

article in the journal International Relations of the Asia-Pacific in 2007 that inquired why 

there was no major or influential non-Western IRTs. According to them, the field of IR 

has been overly subjugated to what they term a “Westphalian straightjacket” that has 

disproportionately placed emphasis on the European historic experience and subsequently 

projected this globally through the study of IR as a discipline.41 With their focus on Asia, 

Acharya and Buzan propose five hypotheses as to why the field of IR has been dominated 

by the West.42 Also paramount for this work are their conditions for what can be 

considered IRT. They put forth three criteria: 1) significant acknowledgement by others 

in IR academics; 2) self-identification as IRT by those who created it, and; 3) its 

construction identifies with a systematic attempt to “abstract or generalize about the 

subject matter of IR.”43 While these may be loose benchmarks for theory in the social 

sciences, they do allow for a certain flexibility in early theoretical formulation that is 

important for gauging potential and usefulness. Following Acharya and Buzan, this 

																																																								
41	 Anitav	Acharya	and	Barry	Buzan,	“Why	Is	There	No	Non-Western	International	Relations	Theory?	An	
Introduction,”	International	Relations	of	the	Asia-Pacific	Vol.	7	(2007),	288,	293.	
42	 They	are	as	follows:	1)	“Western	IRT	has	discovered	the	right	path	to	understanding	IR;”	2)	Western	IRT	has	
developed	a	Gramscian	hegemony;	3)	There	are	non-Western	IRTs,	but	they	hidden;	4)	Cultural	conditions	may	
predispose	others	from	developing	new	theories	on	IR;	5)	The	development	of	IR	in	the	West	has	given	it	a	head	
start.	Acharya	and	Buzan,	“Why	Is	There	No	Non-Western	International	Relations	Theory?”	293-301.	
43	 Acharya	and	Buzan,	“Why	Is	There	No	Non-Western	International	Relations	Theory?”	292.	
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article will also apply the same specifications for what may be considered CIRT. 

In the same volume mentioned above, Qin Yaqing posed a similar question, but 

specifically aimed at why China had developed no substantial IRT. International 

Relations, as a field of study, developed much later in Chinese academia than its Western 

counterparts. Qin Yaqing breaks down the history of IR-related studies into three broad 

periods that roughly follow the tumultuous political atmosphere within China in the 

second half of the previous century. The first is the period from 1953-63 that witnessed, 

shortly after the establishment of the PRC, a building of a diplomatic core to “satisfy the 

immediate need for talents in the field of national security and public security”; academic 

and disciplinary development was not the aim of their work.44 The second stage saw the 

development of three departments in China’s major universities (Peking University, 

Renmin University, and Fudan University) related to international communism and its 

spread. However the most important and vital shift came after 1979 with the political and 

market reforms initiated by Deng Xiaoping. The field of IRT in China during the ’80s 

and ’90s was overwhelmingly, and continues to be primarily, dominated by Realism due, 

in part, to the paucity of translations available in Chinese that lie outside the spectrum of 

Realist thinking.45  

If mainstream IRT has insufficiently explained China in a contemporary context, it is 

important to enumerate and understand where and how it has failed according to the 

																																																								
44	 Qin	Yaqing,	“Why	Is	There	No	Chinese	International	Relations	Theory?,”	International	Relations	of	the	
Asia-Pacific	Vol.	7	(2007),	315.	
45	 Qin,	“Why	Is	There	No	Chinese	International	Relations	Theory?,”	316-17.	
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scholars in China challenging mainstream IRT’s explanations. One of the primary 

arguments is cultural background and how culture and history play a role in theoretical 

creation. Qin Yaqing, the leading proponent of CIRT construction, maintains that culture 

is the paramount factor shaping social sciences. The need for the establishment of a 

uniquely Chinese IRT or Chinese School of IRT, according to Qin, stems from two major 

expressed concerns about the shortcomings existing within Western theories. The first is 

the “exclusivity” of Western theories that have “sometimes failed to explain the reality in 

our world.”46 Mainstream IRT has failed on some accounts to explain some of the most 

important events in modern history. Here he cites the failure of Realism to predict and 

explain the end of the Cold War and the inadequacies of Western IR when used to 

interpret East Asian regional transactions. The second is whether culture is an important 

factor in the construction of IRT. More will be discussed about this below, however Qin 

and other scholars are adamant in their position that although many IRTs claim 

universality, they are ultimately Western/American-centric and culture is a major 

influencing component of theoretical construction.47 As the world continues to globalize, 

more and more non-Western concepts are going to play a more consequential function in 

explaining how non-Western nations behave in the international community.48 For 

thinkers like Yan Xuetong (also discussed in Chapter 3), Western IRT is an important 

point of reference, but even more important factors are the divergent cultural, historical 

																																																								
46	 Qin	Yaqing,	“Culture	and	global	thought:	Chinese	international	theory	in	the	making,”	Revista	CIDOB	d’Afers	
Internacionals	100	(December,	2012):	68-69	
47	 Qin	Yaqing,	“Culture	and	global	thought,”	68-69.	
48	 Qin	Yaqing,	“Culture	and	global	thought,”	68-69.	
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and social backgrounds that can enrich and expand mainstream IRT.49  

Ultimately, the biggest challenge to IRT as a field is contemporary China’s rise as a 

regional power and the world’s second largest economy. Much ink has been spilt on 

assessing what exactly are China’s intentions internationally and what, if any, are the 

theoretical foundations driving its ascent and strategy. Equally, the reactions to a rising 

China have been multifarious. For example, the “China threat theory” has been a key 

topic of debate among international relations experts in the West for over two decades. 

The rhetoric within much of the scholarship on China since the inception of the “China 

threat theory” has continually emphasized a growing confrontational tone that places 

China at odds with the West and Western established models and international systems.50  

Whether or not China threatens the established international order is a point of 

contention among scholars, but often overlooked are the areas where China unwaveringly 

refuses to negotiate. While understanding strategy in Chinese foreign policy is often 

determined indirectly, sometimes from unconventional sources, it can provide a glimpse 

into how to interpret and understand China’s intentions. A number of novel ways to infer 

China’s strategic thinking have been used. For example, the analysis of Zeng et al. 

quantifiably identifies scholarly articles that mention “core interests” (核心利益) while 

identifying other explanatory variables included within the articles. In it they cite China’s 

2011 White Paper that includes areas of “state sovereignty, national security, territorial 

																																																								
49	 Yan	Xuetong,	Ancient	Chinese	Thought,	Modern	Chinese	Power,	Trans.	Edmund	Ryden,	Ed.	Daniel	A.	Bell	and	
Sun	Zhe	(Princeton:	Princeton	University	Press,	2011),	159.	
50	 See:	Denny	Roy,	“The	China	Threat	Issue:	Major	Arguments,”	Asian	Survey	Vol.	36	No.	8	(Aug.	1996),	758-771.	
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integrity and national reunification, China’s political system established by the 

Constitution and overall social stability, and the basic safeguards for ensuring sustainable 

economic and social development.”51 They find that out of the 108 “core interest” papers 

analyzed, the top ten cited authors were all Western writers.52 However, of the papers 

studied “only 20.37% of all papers refer to the mainstream IR theories. Or, to put it 

another way, almost four-fifths of the papers did not refer to IR theory at all!”53 This 

makes pinpointing the direction of the scholarly debate within China murky and 

exceptionally difficult to interpret not to mention strategic and foreign policy 

developments. These are also some of the factors influencing the generation of CIRT 

with Chinese academia, primarily: the perceived incapability of traditional IRT to 

understand and explain Chinese behavior, the predominance of Western thinkers in 

Chinese IR scholarship and the perceived hostility of traditional IRT in evaluating 

China’s behavior. 

The development of CIRT, while underemphasized, has not gone unnoticed among 

IRT thinkers outside of China. How do CIRT and the field of IRT in China diverge from 

the trends in the West? Very often comparisons between different schools of IRT are 

made in order to flush out misunderstandings and accentuate differences in thought and 

application. An important collaboration between Wang Jiangli and Barry Buzan 

																																																								
51	 Zeng	et	al.,	“Securing	China’s	Core	Interests:	The	state	of	the	Debate	in	China,”	International	Affairs	91:2	
(2015),	246.	
52	 It’s	interesting	to	note	that	Niccolo	Machiavelli	was	found	to	be	the	most	influential	Western	scholar	in	the	
“core	interests”	debate,	while	Max	Weber	was	the	most	frequently	quoted	(49%).	Zeng	et	al.,	“Securing	China’s	
Core	Interests,”	252.	 	
53	 Zeng	et	al.,	“Securing	China’s	Core	Interests,”	256.	
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compares the English and Chinese Schools of IRT in order to shed light on what lessons 

the formation and development of the English School can teach scholars about CIRT by 

using six dimensions of comparison: origins, founders and organization; naming; context; 

aims/intentions; theoretical sources; and historical projects.54 The development of an 

English School of IRT did not arise from an Anglo-centric view of the world, nor should 

it be interpreted as the dominant school of IRT in England. The English and Chinese 

Schools are compared because of their challenge to mainstream IRT and the copious 

academic literature written comparing the English School and Chinese School, especially 

within China. Wang and Buzan’s analysis concludes by casting doubt on the likely 

formation of a “single monolithic ‘Chinese School’ [that] will come to dominate IR 

thinking [in China]” but rather the formation of various schools with diverse foundations 

and intentions.55 However, there are, according to the authors, some important lessons 

from the experience of the English School’s development. The first is the English 

School’s distinctive identity. The English School has produced foundational works that 

have advanced its theoretical assumptions about international society which have been 

reproduced and utilized by succeeding generations. 56  Next, as the inclusion of 

international society may suggest, the English School has produced unique concepts that 

fit into what can be considered a theoretical hard core. Finally, the English School has 

provided an “active site for normative IR debates about world society, human rights, and 

																																																								
54	 Wang	Jiangli	and	Barry	Buzan,	“The	English	and	Chinese	Schools	of	International	Relations:	Comparisons	and	
Lessons,”	The	Chinese	Journal	of	International	Politics	Vol.	7,	No.	1	(2014),	3.	
55	 Wang	Jiangli	and	Barry	Buzan,	“The	English	and	Chinese	Schools	of	International	Relations,”	3.	
56	 Wang	Jiangli	and	Barry	Buzan,	“The	English	and	Chinese	Schools	of	International	Relations,”	39-41.	
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the environment.”57 There are also critical lessons to be learned from the English School 

experience that will be discussed further below. 

In the development of CIRT there are two fundamental and important questions to 

consider: first is the “uncritically ahistorical reproduction of concepts” that refuse to take 

into account actual historical applications appropriate and useful in interpreting IR, and; 

second, does the potential nationalistic advocacy that may underpin the development of a 

uniquely Chinese version of IRT discredit its legitimacy?58 Whether there is a unified 

Chinese School of IR at all may be in question, since the only unifying factor seems to be 

a resistance to Western-dominated scholarship. 

Another critique of CIRT is the use of “Chinese” as the choice of name for an IRT. 

When asked about why the “Chinese School” had been chosen as the appellation for what 

Chinese scholars were advocating, Professor Qin Yaqing responded because, 

 

“Otherwise nobody will pay any attention to Chinese ideas … I don’t think it’s entirely correct to use a 

nation’s name to for an intellectual school, but if one uses it, it is more as a symbol to express something, 

there is no harm in that. Although there is no obvious coherence let alone unanimity among Chinese IR 

scholars, it may be necessary at this stage to speak of it in this way.”59 

 

It would be inaccurate to jejunely compare the English School and a “Chinese School” 

simply based on their usage of demonyms to refer to themselves. As mentioned above, 

the English School is neither exclusively English nor does it represent the entirety of IRT 

																																																								
57	 Ibid.	
58	 Florian	Schneider,	“Reconceptualising	world	order:	Chinese	political	thought	and	its	challenge	to	
International	Relations	theory,”	Review	of	International	Studies	40	(2014):	687.	
59	 “Qin	Yaqing	on	Rule	vs.	Relations,	Drinking	Coffee	and	Tea,	and	a	Chinese	Approach	to	Global	Governance,”	
Theory	Talks,	November	11,	2011.	http://www.theory-talks.org/2011/11/theory-talk-45.html	
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in Great Britain. The advocacy of a nation-centric school of IRT is unprecedented and 

raises questions about the intent of desiring to establish a Chinese School in the first 

place. The question that naturally arises is whether the nascent and discordant trend of 

China’s theorists attempting to build a “Chinese School of IRT” is a sincere and 

constructive attempt to enlarge the body of IRT. In addition, can this trend help 

researchers better understand China and China’s return to a great power position or is it 

merely a nationalistic front for expounding and elevating China and Chinese thought 

within the realm of IRT?  

This chapter proceeds as follows. In the next section a review of the major Chinese 

historical concepts used in CIRT will be introduced. Next, a literature review examining 

the CIRT debate will provide a more nuanced perspective of the scholarly analysis 

surrounding CIRT. It will provide a historical background of Chinese IR and the 

development of the idea of CIRT from its earliest traceable origins. After this an outline 

and analysis of Qin Yaqing and Yan Xuetong’s works and theories will be laid out. Then, 

a careful scrutiny of CIRT’s utility will foreshadow chapter four and five’s case study 

analysis. Finally, the chapter will end with a conclusion summarizing the chapter’s major 

points.  

 

Section 3.2: Introduction to Major Chinese Concepts Used in CIRT Construction 

In their theoretical manufacturing, prominent Chinese IR theorists dig through a 

treasure trove of ancient Chinese ideas and concepts, some of which reach back millennia. 
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However, applying these to the modern global era runs the risk of either oversimplifying 

contemporary reality or distorting and misinterpreting the historical experience. Before 

continuing, an overview of major Chinese concepts used within the burgeoning Chinese 

IRT is important to understand their historical context and their contemporaneous 

application.60 These concepts were chosen based on the frequency of usage by the 

thinkers surveyed in this chapter and their importance to the theoretical models contained 

in this chapter. Many of the concepts applied from the Chinese historic political/ethical 

lexicon originate in pre-Qin eras of Chinese history, primarily the Eastern Zhou Dynasty 

(周代: 770-256 BCE) and the overlapping Spring and Autumn Period (春秋時代: 

770-476 BCE), and the subsequent Warring States Period (戰國時代: 403-221 BCE).  

It should be noted that concepts introduced below are integral to the Confucian 

cannon and the academics surveyed in this chapter make liberal use of them throughout 

their works. Essential to understanding why this is the case, the idea of Confucian 

pacifism must be brought to light. Confucian pacifism stresses: 

 

“the primacy of defense and [has] been reluctant to use force to resolve security problems. The use of force, 

in this view, is not an effective way to gain security. The best way to achieve political and military 

objectives, in lieu of violence, is to use stratagems, diplomatic maneuvering, cultural attraction and other 

nonviolent measures."61 

 

This is important to gain a frame of reference for both historical and contemporary 

																																																								
60	 This	overview	is	far	from	comprehensive	and	excludes	many	of	the	Confucian	political/ethical	conceptions	
used	secondarily	by	IR	theorists	in	China.	For	a	more	complete	outline	of	Chinese	concepts,	see:	Zhang	Dainian,	
Key	Concepts	in	Chinese	Philosophy,	New	Haven:	Yale	University	Press,	2002.	
61	 Wang	Yuan-kang,	Harmony	and	War:	Confucian	Culture	and	Chinese	Power	Politics,	(New	York:	Columbia	
University	Press,	2011),	
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viewpoints of Confucian culture. While the Chinese state has expanded and engaged in 

myriad wars, the Confucian cannon emphasizes an antipathy for violence. This topic will 

be explored more below. 

One of the primary cited concepts used in Chinese IRT drawn from the vast stock of 

Chinese philosophy is the theory of tianxia (天下) or the idea of ‘all under heaven.’ This 

theoretical universal model was rooted in the Zhou dynastic order and later was applied 

as a Confucian concept that saw the family as the basic unit of society extending upward 

to the higher echelons culminating in the emperor and enigmatic heaven. According to 

Zhao Tingyang, tianxia has three fundamental meanings. First, tianxia can be equated to 

the English word ‘universe’ or ‘the world’ in a universal sense. The second meaning 

begins to touch upon its political usage as consisting of both the physical earth and the 

people who inhabit it. This reference to the people evokes a responsibility of rulers in 

ancient China to foster the hearts of the people (民心). This can also be understood as the 

will or sentiment of the people. Tianxia’s third meaning is the political/ethical idea of a 

“world institution, or a universal system for the world.”62 In ancient China this “world” 

would more or less encompass the traditional Chinese ecumene and the areas surrounding 

it which came under the sphere of Chinese influence, not the entire the globe. The notion 

of tianxia also tied closely to the Chinese tribute system (朝貢制度), with China atop a 

political/economic hierarchy that formed the basis of relations between China, Korea, 

																																																								
62	 Zhao	Tingyang,	“Rethinking	Empire	from	a	Chinese	Concept	‘All-Under-Heaven’	(Tian-xia,	天下),”	Social	
Identities	Vol.	12,	No.	1	(January	2006):	30.	
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Vietnam, Ryukyu and other states in East Asia in various forms from roughly the Han 

Dynasty (202BCE-220CE) through the late Qing.63 Tianxia, in conjunction with the 

tribute system is often perceived as outside of the modern conception of nation. China, or 

zhongguo (中國) was viewed as the center of the civilized world, but did not constitute 

necessarily a national or ethnic identity. People were perceived to be part of that center 

(中) based on adoption of Chinese characters, adherence to Confucian ethics and thinking, 

understanding of Chinese customs, etc., as opposed to the many different appellations for 

outsiders or barbarians (e.g. 蠻，野，夷，戎). 

Another important concept evoked by CIRT thinkers, specifically Qin Yaqing, is the 

zhongyong (中庸) ethic, often translated as “the doctrine of the mean.” According to the 

Confucian Analects, zhongyong is referred to as “attaining balance all the time in 

practical matters and in everyday life.”64 This concept of zhongyong, stemming from 

individuals’ innate nature, contrasts with zhongyong described in The Book of Rites (禮記) 

as a virtue exclusive to sages and sage rulers.65 Very much a loaded and ambiguous term, 

it can be understood as taking the middle path or not succumbing to extremes. Zhongyong 

is also the name of a text attributed to Confucius’s grandson Zi Si (子思). While primarily 

concerned with the moral considerations and behavior suitable for a gentleman or junzi 

(君子), that text does touch upon certain aspects of government. For example, it describes 

																																																								
63	 Wang	Jiangli	and	Barry	Buzan,	“The	English	and	Chinese	Schools	of	International	Relations,”	36.	
64	 “子曰。中庸之為德也。其至矣乎。民鮮久矣。”	Source:	Confucius,	The	Analects,	trans.	Annping	Chin	(New	York:	
Penguin	Books,	2014),	95,	335.	
65	 Confucius,	The	Analects,	95.	
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the success of governing as dependent upon “the men it chooses.”66 The text says little 

about interstate relations, but an idea of the zhongyong ethic applied to state relations 

could be inferred from the following passage: 

 

“There are nine canons for the ruling the states of the world: refine your persons, honor the worthy, cleave 

to your kin, respect high ministers, empathize with all officers, treat the common people as your children, 

attract skilled craftsmen, treat those distant from you with gentleness, cherish the patrician lords.”67 

 

From this, one can see the natural hierarchy contained within the zhongyong ethic, as well 

as the type of benevolent attraction that is common to the Confucian canon in general. 

Drawing states toward you through good deeds and upright action could be one way to 

understand zhongyong. 

The next concept reviewed for the purposes of this paper is lateral to concept of 

tianxia: datong (大同), often translated as a “world harmony” or “great unity.” The 

theory or concept of datong originated in the Book of Rites in Confucius’s exposition on 

the evolution of the rites (禮). Confucius states, “when the Great Way was practiced, the 

world was shared by all alike. The worthy and the able were promoted to office and men 

practiced good faith and lived in affection.”68 Clearly Confucius envisions some golden 

age of harmony that had declined or disappeared by his time. Datong played a role 

throughout Chinese history up until the turn of the 20th century. The late-Qing scholar, 

																																																								
66	 Robert	Eno,	The	Great	Learning	and	The	Doctrine	of	the	Mean:	An	Online	Teaching	Translation	(2016),	32.	
http://www.indiana.edu/~p374/Daxue-Zhongyong.pdf.,	
67	 Ibid.	
68	 Albert	H.Y.	Chen,	“The	Concept	of	“Datong”	in	Chinese	Philosophy	as	an	Expression	of	the	Idea	of	the	Common	
Good,”	Faculty	of	Law	the	University	of	Hong	Kong	No.	20	(2011):	1-2.	
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anti-Manchu reformer and advocate of peaceful constitutional reform Kang Youwei (康

有為) used datong in the title of his book on social reform, Datong Shu (大同書). Kang’s 

conception of datong was a global order absent of nation-states where equality of the 

sexes exists, local democratic institutions administer regional districts and communal 

property is shared in common.69 This conception of datong has injections of 19th socialist 

ideas espoused in the West by various reformers which were trickling into late-Qing 

China. 

Two additional important concepts are those of rites (禮) and righteousness (義). 

Regarding the rites, these were the prescribed ways and norms that a ruler and his court 

must conduct in order to attain the mandate of heaven (天命). Rites are the ceremonially 

performed actions taken by heads of states and members of clans and households. Under 

a Confucian system, proper execution of rites is the basis for stability within a society. 

The Lunyu (論語) emphasizes this aspect of appropriate observance to the rites on several 

occasions. For example, in 1.12 it states, “harmony is what is most prized in the practice 

of the rites,” and in 11.26, “one should govern a state by way of ritual propriety.”70 

 

Section 3.3: Literature Review of Chinese IRT Debate 

 Chinese International Relations Theory is not an established theory nor is it a unified 

approach toward analyzing and understanding IR. Instead it is a trend that has persistently 

																																																								
69	 Albert	H.Y.	Chen,	“The	Concept	of	“Datong”	in	Chinese	Philosophy,”	4-5,	10.	
70	 The	Analects,	9,	174-175.	
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and tenaciously presented itself in Chinese academia initiated by formidable thinkers 

within Chinese IR circles for over thirty years. As mentioned above, the study of IR in 

China does not possess the same lengthy duration as its Western counterpart, which may, 

in part, explain why there are struggles over various claimants in the CIRT debate and 

perhaps why the debate and desire arose in the first place. The call for CIRT construction 

first came in 1987 by then former secretary of foreign affairs Huan Xiang (宦鄉) at an IR 

theory conference in Shanghai.71 Since then, it has been shaped as a reaction to the 

dominant “Western IRTs” and as a way to emphasize the unique or exceptional nature of 

China. 

Understanding the impetuses as to why there is a push for (or backlash against) the 

formation of a uniquely Chinese IRT is important when discerning the groundwork for 

Chinese IRT in the first place. Peter M. Kristensen and Ras T. Nielsen provide a unique 

method for gaining a sense of the motivating factors driving the Chinese IRT debate. 

Instead of strictly assessing macro-political variables such as authoritarian politics, 

economic factors, or China’s rise, they couple these variables with what they consider 

more important: micro-sociological approaches that consider the motivations of the 

scholars themselves. This is done through a series of interviews in the academic 

institutions that foster the growth of the debate. The two major scholars discussed in their 

paper are Qin Yaqing and Yan Xuetong. On the micro-sociological level, the authors 

observe that in the long debate centered on Chinese IRT, the lines have been drawn 

																																																								
71	 Yan,	Ancient	Chinese	Thought,	Modern	Chinese	Power,	252.	
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between the construction of a uniquely “Chinese School” of IRT advocated by Qin 

Yaqing and a universalist approach or a “culturalist-univeralist opposition” advocated 

Yan Xuetong. 72  The article concludes that this debate is fueled much less by 

macro-external variables (China’s rise, domestic politics, economic growth, and 

university politics) and more by the desire to carve out a unique scholarly voice in the 

limited arena of international relations theory. At the same time, their sociological 

approach demonstrates there is nothing new or unique about Chinese academia and 

postulates further that competition and opposition motivate intellectual innovation and 

theoretical construction.73 This may be a way to view some of the more nationalistic 

reasons for Chinese exceptionalism as a way of garnering a wider audience and perhaps 

reap academic benefits from universities.  

Personal accolades or career advancement may only partially explain the reasons 

why certain academics push for the development of a Chinese School of International 

Relations. In many cases, China and East Asia more broadly are largely excluded or 

underrepresented in transatlantic IRT. For example, in 2011 U.S. IR scholars were asked 

what is of the “greatest strategic importance to the U.S. today?” In response, 72% named 

East Asia, yet only 9% said their primary scholarly focus was East Asia, which poses a 

quandary about the (mis)application of transatlantic IRT.74 Ignoring East Asia may be a 

																																																								
72	 Peter	M.	Kristensen	and	Ras	T.	Nielsen,	“Constructing	a	Chinese	International	Relations	Theory:	A	Sociological	
Approach	to	Intellectual	Innovation,”	International	Political	Sociology	7	(2013):	26.	
73	 Kristensen	and	Nielsen,	“Constructing	a	Chinese	International	Relations	Theory,”	36-37.	
74	 Alastair	Iain	Johnston,	“What	(If	Anything)	Does	East	Asia	Tell	Us	About	International	Relations	Theory?,”	
Annual	Review	of	Political	Science	No.	15	(2012),	54.	
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factor to two major problems in transatlantic IRT: first, it may lead to inaccuracies in data 

that could in turn interfere in the robustness of inferences, and; second, it foregoes the 

variable of East Asia and its potential to expand the “tools for theorizing about IR more 

generally.”75 It is easy to see from this standpoint that a drive to pursue alternatives to 

transatlantic IRT would surface among those regions perceived as marginal. 

Here its important to elucidate what is meant by exceptionalism and exceptionalism 

in a Chinese context. Nations, by definition, in some form or fashion view and 

understand themselves as exceptional. This exceptionalism informs the debate 

surrounding a country’s foreign policy. As one scholar has points out: 

 

“Exceptionalism does not determine policy, but by being an essential part of the worldview of the Chinese 

government and many intellectuals, it can become an important source for policy ideas. It can also provide 

the ingredients for the supposed construction of Chinese theories of international relations that both 

policymakers and analysts inside China see as in dire need.”76  

 

But what are the characteristics of Chinese exceptionalism? The myth of Chinese 

exceptionalism can be traced throughout the imperial period of Chinese history. In the 

past, the lore of “Confucian pacifism” was promoted by scholar officials to explain 

China’s foreign policy decision-making, particularly its use of force. “Confucian 

pacifism,” very generally, is the notion that historically China has not been an 

expansionist state and, with foreign policy decisions informed by the Confucian classics, 

																																																								
75	 Johnston,	“What	(If	Anything)	Does	East	Asia	Tell	Us	About	International	Relations	Theory?,”	56.	
76	 Feng	Zhang,	“The	Rise	of	Chinese	Exceptionalism	in	International	Relations,”	European	Journal	of	
International	Relations,	Vol.	19,	No.	2	(2013),	3	

DOI:10.6814/NCCU201901209



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

47	

gives China a pacifist and defensive nature. It is an oft-cited exceptionalist conviction 

even today.77 Confucian pacifism has been dispelled academically (see section 3.7), but 

still dominates the historical and contemporary discussion regarding China’s rise and its 

use of force. Modern China’s exceptionalism builds off of this notion of Confucian 

pacifism and Chinese centrality. Through this logic, China attempts claim moral 

superiority as a peaceful great power.78 

One of the earliest voices in the Chinese IRT construction debate came from 

Professor Liang Shoude (梁守德) of Peking University. Liang called for an International 

Relations Theory with “Chinese characteristics (中國特色)” in order to dispel a dogmatic 

adherence to certain Marxist principles and overreliance on Western theoretical models.79 

Important to his understanding of Chinese characteristics are the following propositions: 

First, national interests are the paramount concern with an emphasis on issues of 

sovereignty; second, borrowing from the Marxist lexicon, the means of production and 

the connection between politics and economics must be present, and; third, development 

should occur through means of peaceful reform focusing on stability internationally.80 

The bulk of citations he uses are quotes from Deng Xiaoping, the purveyor of “Socialism 

with Chinese Characteristics (中國特色社會主義)” and the initiator of the market 

reforms during the Reform and Opening Period. Liang’s underdeveloped theoretical 

																																																								
77	 Wang	Yuan-kang,	Harmony	and	War	1-2.	
78	 Feng	Zhang,	“The	Rise	of	Chinese	Exceptionalism,”	6.	
79	 Liang	Shoude,	“Constructing	an	International	Relations	Theory	with	‘Chinese	Characteristics,’”	International	
Political	Studies	in	China	Vol.	49,	No.	1	(1997),	30-31.	
80	 Liang	Shoude,	“Constructing	an	International	Relations	Theory	with	‘Chinese	Characteristics,’”	34-37.	
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model more closely resembles foreign policy suggestions or ideals rather than IRT, 

making it ineffectual for the purposes of this work. The application of “Chinese 

characteristics” in describing things political, economic or theoretical perpetuates the 

belief that China is somehow exceptional. This also sets the trend for how CIRT theorists 

posit their arguments for the creation of a unique Chinese School vis-à-vis mainstream IR 

theory. However, his position within Chinese academics in addition to the ardent call for 

a theoretical model with “Chinese characteristics” makes his work indispensible in 

understanding the origins and trends of the debate and a solid starting point toward 

tracking the evolution of IRT construction in China. 

Whatever the specific motivations individual scholars possess, there are numerous 

academics working across a wide spectrum of theoretical models within the field of IRT 

generally and the building of CIRT specifically. As discussed above, the major Western 

theoretical lens advocated in China is realism. However, for the purposes of this paper 

two major CIRT thinkers (Qin Yaqing and Yan Xuetong) will be discussed along with 

one other no less influential thinkers (Zhao Tingyang) to analyze the ongoing debate 

within China about what CIRT is, how it is being constructed, and if it is indeed 

applicable on a regional or global scale in relation to Chinese strategy, foreign policy and 

economic development. 

 

Section 3.4: Major Chinese IRT Thinkers: Qin Yaqing 

Qin Yaqing is a professor at the China Foreign Affairs University and executive vice 
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president of China National Association of International Studies and one of the leading 

Chinese IRT thinkers advocating the construction of a Chinese School of IRT. As a 

Western-trained scholar, Qin’s “theoretical orientation is largely impacted by his 

involvement with policy and politics” and his dissatisfaction with Western-oriented 

theories that fail to explain the Chinese reality.81 Qin also views theoretical models not 

as universal, as the major Western IRTs claim to be, but as culturally bound and 

determined by the cultural background from which they emerge. In Qin’s view, the 

Chinese experience is unique to China and China’s rise can only be interpreted through a 

Chinese context. Qin Yaqing challenges the notion that China’s rise necessitates 

confrontation with the U.S. He argues that a dualistic or Hegelian dialectic falls outside 

of the Chinese mindset and that background knowledge, defined by “histories, 

experiences, practices, and habits” shared by a cultural community are better at 

determining what China’s intentions are and how China would respond to changes in the 

international system.82  

Qin proposes what he calls a “relational theory” of IR. Relational theory presupposes 

that “an actor tends to make decisions according to the degrees of intimacy and/or 

importance of her relationships to specific others, with the totality of her relational circles 

as the background.”83 There are three underlying assumptions to his theory. First is the 

																																																								
81	 Thuy	T.	Do,	“China’s	rise	and	the	‘Chinese	dream’	in	international	relations	theory,”	Global	Change,	Peace	&	
Security	Vol.	27,	No.	1	(2015):	33-34.	
82	 Qin	Yaqing,	“Continuity	through	Change:	Background	Knowledge	and	China’s	International	Strategy,”	The	
Chinese	Journal	of	International	Politics	(2014):	287.	
83	 Qin	Yaqing,	“A	Relational	Theory	of	World	Politics,”	International	Studies	Review	0	(2016),	5.	
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interrelatedness on the metaphysical level of a world comprising relations that are 

continually evolving and changing, not individual actors (i.e. states) as in other IRT. 

Second is what Qin calls “actors-in-relation.” Actors possess no independent identity, as 

they are continually defined and redefined by their relations to others. And finally is the 

concept of process, whereby actors-in-relation are continually becoming and not static, 

predefined entities.84 These components constitute the ontological argument for Qin’s 

relational theory. 

On a epistemological level, according to Qin, the most important concept in 

understanding China’s approach to IR should be the Confucian notion of zhongyong (中

庸). As mentioned above, zhongyong refers to a middle way or middle path and Qin sees 

this as “one of the core components constituting background knowledge that is 

commonly shared in the Chinese cultural community.”85 In other words, in order to 

properly understand China and Chinese strategy one needs the background knowledge of 

Chinese culture, primarily the zhongyong ethic that guides Chinese thinking and actions. 

In doing so, Qin often evokes the yin (陰) and yang (陽) imagery to elucidate his usage of 

zhongyong. Whereas Hegelian dialects embody dualisms and dichotomies such as thesis 

and antithesis, hegemons and rising powers, East and West, zhongyong defines 

phenomenon in a non-dichotomous way, seeing things not in black-and-white terms but 

correlated and interrelated.86 

																																																								
84	 Qin	Yaqing,	“A	Relational	Theory	of	World	Politics,”	3-5.	
85	 Ibid.	
86	 Qin,	“Continuity	through	Change,”	290-292.	
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Integral to Qin’s theory of world politics is the idea of “relationality” or relational 

totality. Qin maintains that all three of the major Western IR schools of thought “try to 

develop paradigmatic theories at the systematic level, focusing on how factors of the 

international system influence state behavior and/or shape state identity” in what he terms 

“individualistic rationality.” 87  Qin maintains that within the field of International 

Relations, relations have surprisingly received very little attention. Relations are the crux 

of Qin’s argument and basis for his understanding of the international system as a whole. 

The level of intimacy and importance defines relationships. For example the Sino-U.S. 

relationship is arguably one of the most important in the world, however the degree of 

intimacy between the two is relatively low compared to China’s “all-weather” friend 

Pakistan. Countries base their decision making on the depth of either intimacy or 

importance. In this case, a high degree of intimacy and importance should theoretically 

lead to more harmonious relations, whereas cases of un-intimacy, whether or not the 

relationship is important, could lead to conflict. 

 
Figure 3.1: Qin’s Intimacy/Importance Graph. Source: Qin Yaqing, A Relational Theory of World Politics, (Cambridge: 

																																																								
87	 Qin	Yaqing,	“Relationality	and	Processual	Construction:	Brining	Chinese	Ideas	into	International	Relations	
Theory,”	Social	Sciences	in	China	Vol.	30,	No.	4	(2009),	9-10.	
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Cambridge University Press, 2018). 

 

Qin’s use and understanding of Relational Theory is summarized below: 

 
Table 3.1: Summary of Qin Yaqing’s Relational Theory 

Underlying Component/ 

Assumption of Relational 

Theory 

Description Features Examples 

Logic of Relationality Three important 

assumptions: 

1) Interrelatedness 

2) Actors are becoming 

through relations 

3) Process 

1) Actors are related to 

each other and their 

respective relational circles 

2) Identities are shaped by 

their relations 

3) An actor’s identity may 

(re)produce and (re)define 

roles as relations evolve 

1) Cites Fei (2005): 

Chinese view social 

relations like ripples on 

water 

2) Game of Weiqi where 

each piece is defined by its 

relation to others 

3) Globalization: initiated 

by certain states, but once 

set in motion began to 

shape itself and the actors 

involved in the process of 

globalization 

Zhongyong Dialectics 

 

The epistemological portion 

of Qin’s relational theory  

 

Three important elements 

of zhongyong: 

1) Inclusivity 

2) Complementation: 

zhongyong assumes two 

poles are non-conflictual 

3) Harmony: non-Hegelian 

view of the state of nature 

ASEAN is a modern 

example. Inclusive 

regionalism, one of the 

aims of ASEAN, is cited 

as two or more cultures 

that are mutually inclusive 

in their interactions. 

Relational Power Ability to make others 

conform to one’s will during 

the process of social 

interaction – this is done by 

constant manipulating and 

managing one’s relational 

circles: More power = larger 

relational circles 

- Constant manipulation 

and management are the 

keys to increasing power 

- Power stems from 

relations, not strictly 

material capabilities as 

realism postulates 

 

China’s aid to Africa in the 

1960s. Despite being poor 

and developing itself, 

China nonetheless 

provided aid to some 

African countries. Later, 

this helped China secure 

its UN membership in the 

1970s. 

Use of Force 

 

Conflict is not the normal 

method of interaction 

Relationality tends to push 

states toward cooperation. 

Qin is intentionally vague 

on the use of force within 
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between states, but a 

necessary deviation from 

harmony. 

his writings. 

Relational Governance 

 

Three limitations of 

rules-based governance: 

1) Individualistic 

2) Rationalistic inclination: 

Rules work only if actors 

are rational 

3) Contain a non-trust 

presumption: Trust rules, 

but not each other 

- Based on three pillars: 

relation, morality and trust 

- Does not completely 

dismiss rule-based 

governance; sees it as 

complementary to 

relational governance 

 

- European Union 

demonstrates both 

rules-based and relational 

governance (focus more 

highly predicated on rules) 

- ASEAN and East Asia in 

general are a good place to 

test this hypothesis 

Relational International 

Systems 

 

Views international system 

outside of the atomistic 

Westphalian system 

Balance of power is 

incompatible with 

relational theory 

China’s historic 

hierarchical tribute system 

Source: Qin Yaqing, “A Relational Theory of World Politics,” International Studies Review 0 (2016), 1-15.; Qin 

Yaqing, A Relational Theory of World Politics, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2018). 

 

Finally, Qin’s “processual contructivism” as a potential theoretical hard core for 

CIRT can be understood in three ways: First, both process and actors associate in an 

interdependent fashion as both are “actively involving the practice of socialization”; 

second, interactions are given meaning through their inter-subjectivity; and third, process 

differs from the dualistic understanding of the West and embodies a zhongyong 

background that makes it non-linear.88 The Chinese worldview, according to Qin, looks 

at the interrelatedness of things where actors “are and can only be actors-in-relations.”89 

This also fits into his conception of a zhongyong ethic that perceives things not as 

separate and dichotomous, but as correlated. These actors acting in relation to one 

another are also in a continual process that is both shaped by them and simultaneously 

																																																								
88	 Qin,	“Relationality	and	Processual	Construction,”	9-10.	
89	 Qin,	“A	Relational	Theory	of	World	Politics,”	34.	
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shaping them. An example used by Qin is the process of globalization that, once initiated, 

began to take a life of its own. Certainly actors had played a role in its creation, but it has 

continued as a process through the relations among actors to define and redefine, produce 

and reproduce new processes. It is important to note that Qin does not elaborate further 

on his brief mention of globalization or provide supporting evidence. The logic of 

relatedness within international relations stems from, in Qin’s interpretation, the 

Confucian notion of how to understand relationships. Relationships and relational circles 

within which an actor is embedded ultimately determine an actor’s behavior. Equally 

important is the actors-in-relations use of relational circles in seeking gains.90 

Taken holistically the ideas of Qin Yaqing, the most vociferous proponent of 

“Chinese School” construction, shed important light on the direction of the debate for 

CIRT. Qin contends that contrary to popular belief, China’s overall strategy has been and 

will remain focused on domestic development and territorial integrity through a 

non-alliance approach to international relations and economic diplomacy.91 We can 

glean from his writings a non-comprehensive yet useful initiation into CIRT. From Qin 

Yaqing’s philosophy on IR, the following assumptions about CIRT will be made: 

1) Using the zhongyong ethic as background knowledge for understanding Chinese 

grand strategy, China will maintain a foreign policy strategy that emphasizes 

domestic economic development, political stability, and territorial integrity. 

																																																								
90	 Qin,	“A	Relational	Theory	of	World	Politics,”	36-37.	
91	 Qin,	“Continuity	through	Change,”	308.	
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2) ‘Processual constructivism’ as a potential theoretical hard core for CIRT where 

power is relational and relations define identity among actors: 

a) Relational power places more emphasis on nonmaterial capabilities i.e. 

social capital 

3) “Chinese dialectics allows room for a ‘process approach’, which relates things in 

an ongoing process, moving toward harmony by combining opposites and 

thwarting conflict”92  

  

Section 3.5: Major Chinese IRT Thinkers: Yan Xuetong 

Yan Xuetong (閻學通) is the director of the Institute of International Relations at 

Tsinghua University in Beijing and is considered one of the more hardline political 

theorists in China. He is often categorized as a realist and is an advocate for a more 

assertive foreign policy, the establishment of military alliances (his stance also includes 

increasing military aid while decreasing economic aid), and a general bolstering of 

China’s military presence.93 Yan’s seminal essay compilation Ancient Chinese Thought, 

Modern Chinese Power, published in 2011, was generally well received by curious 

readers outside of China who were interested in a dynamic and increasingly powerful 

China. However its reception was not without very serious critiques. Commentators 

charged the volume as being “utopian” and “too ambitious and entangles too many 

																																																								
92	 Qin	Yaqing,	“Culture	and	global	thought,”	82.	
93	 Yufan	Huang,	“Q.	and	A.:	Yan	Xuetong	Urges	China	to	Adopt	a	More	Assertive	Foreign	Policy,”	New	York	Times	
February	9,	2016,	
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/02/10/world/asia/china-foreign-policy-yan-xuetong.html?_r=0	
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issues.”94 In the introduction to Ancient Chinese Thought, Modern Chinese Power, 

Daniel Bell gives a more moderate account of Yan’s political philosophy than others 

have. Bell argues that far from being extreme, Yan himself is neither a communist nor a 

militarist.95  

To begin with, it is necessary to understand Yan’s relation to and view of CIRT. 

From Yan’s perspective, the absence of a veritable CIRT stems not from a lack of effort 

but from an inadequacy in Chinese academia. He cites three major reasons why there 

exists no CIRT: First, there is a shortage of properly trained scholars; second, more 

emphasis is needed in IR circles regarding ancient Chinese political thought, and; third, 

there are not enough theoretical debates among Chinese scholars that can critically 

improve their theories.96 Unlike Qin Yaqing, Yan Xuetong views the creation of a 

“Chinese School” of IRT as neither prudent nor feasible, calling it “a waste of effort and 

a fruitless task.” This has not prevented him from attempting to coalesce a 

Chinese/Western fusion of IR ideas, resembling IRT creation. He views the pre-Qin 

interstate political philosophy as a basis to augment and cultivate a better understanding 

of modern IR.97 His writings suggest not so much an opposition to the establishment of a 

unique IRT, but to the use of the demonym ‘China’ as an appellation because of the vast 

connotations that ‘China’ entails. He very much agrees with China’s exceptional status, 

																																																								
94	 Jayshree	Borah,	“Book	Review:	Ancient	Chinese	Thought,	Modern	Chinese	Power,”	China	Report	Vol.	51,	No.	1	
(2015),	85-86.	
95	 Yan,	Ancient	Chinese	Thought,	Modern	Chinese	Power,	2.	
96	 Yan,	Ancient	Chinese	Thought,	Modern	Chinese	Power,	265.	
97	 Yan,	Ancient	Chinese	Thought,	Modern	Chinese	Power,	201.	
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hence his attempt to revive ancient concepts and apply them to the modern world. It has 

been observed that this trend of drawing on classical traditions, particularly by Yan, “has 

been foundational for the aspirations of a Chinese School.”98 The reason for Yan’s 

application of pre-Qin political relations and philosophies as a model for understanding 

contemporary interstate relations is twofold: first, the pre-Qin period contains one of the 

most fecund foundational arrays of political thinkers and; second, pre-Qin states, 

especially during the Spring and Autumn Period and the Warring States Period, contain 

two basic features of the modern state: sovereignty and territory.99 

Yan endorses a foundational approach to IRT that is centered on what he calls 

“moral realism.” He elaborates by stating, 

 

“Moral realism involves leading by example, which means China needs to practice the moral principles it 

advocates to the world both at home and abroad. The core principles suggested by moral realism are 

fairness, justice and civility. Equality, democracy and freedom are also important principles advocated by 

moral realism.”100 

 

Of the many pre-Qin philosophers, Yan pays particular attention to the 3rd century BCE 

philosopher Xunzi (荀子) and the ideas he expounded concerning relations among states. 

In his article “Xunzi’s Thoughts on International Politics and Their Implications,” Yan 

lays out a summary of Xunzi’s philosophy and international theoretical model (drawn 

from Book 11, Of Kings and Lords-Protector; Book 9, On the Regulations of a King; and 

																																																								
98	 Amitav	Acharya	and	Barry	Buzan,	“Why	is	There	no	Non-Western	International	Relations	Theory?	Ten	Years	
on,”	International	Relations	of	the	Asia-Pacific	Vol.	0	(2017),	19.	
99	 Yan,	Ancient	Chinese	Thought,	Modern	Chinese	Power,	147.	
100	 Huang,	““Q.	and	A.:	Yan	Xuetong	Urges	China	to	Adopt	a	More	Assertive	Foreign	Policy.”	
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Book 18 Rectifying Thesis) in order to gain insights into China’s “rising strategy.”101 

Contrary to liberalism, Xunzi believed it is the state—more specifically the nature of the 

great powers—that shapes the international system and not the international system that 

determines the nature of states. Therefore, within the three different levels of analysis 

(international, state, and individual), Yan categorizes Xunzi’s philosophy as 

individualistic because the nature of imperial states are shaped in the form of an 

individual; in this case the ruler in the form of a king. This individualistic analysis also 

emanates to the ministers and officials who are also responsible for shaping the state’s 

character. 

 In his chapter “Xunzi’s Interstate Political Philosophy and Its Message for Today,” 

Yan Xuetong lays out the basis for how to interpret and understand Xunzi in a modern 

context. The purpose of this article is to demonstrate how Xunzi’s political philosophy 

can guide China’s rise and help to understand what kind of state China will become. 

According to Yan, Xunxi’s method of analysis is the same as constructivist theory and 

only differs in that the independent variable is the conduct of the ruler not society as a 

whole.102 States can be divided into three broad categories: sage kingship (humane 

authority or 王), hegemony (霸) and tyranny (強).103 These categories are determined by 

the nature of their rule/ruler. In Xunzi’s political philosophy, according to Yan, sage 

kingship, hegemony and tyranny are independent variables, while peace and conflict 

																																																								
101	 Yan	Xuetong,	“Xunzi’s	Thoughts	on	International	Politics	and	Their	Implications,”	Chinese	Journal	of	
International	Politics	Vol.	2	(2008),	159.	
102	 Yan,	Ancient	Chinese	Thought,	Modern	Chinese	Power,	71-74.	
103	 Ibid.	
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would be dependent variables. 

 While acknowledging the scientific shortcomings of Xunzi’s case study analysis by 

virtue of their lack of control mechanisms over variables and by the fact that many of his 

historical examples are based on legends, Yan nonetheless provides an outline for 

understanding Xunzi’s political philosophy. His understanding of the international system 

can be understood as a unitary actor analysis through the importance placed on the nature 

of rulers and their influence on the state and international system. Xunzi’s political 

philosophy as a tool to understand China’s rising strategy theorizes what kind of state 

China should become. Yan stresses that China clearly should not become another Nazi 

Germany nor Imperial Japan; yet it would also not want to simply model itself on the 

United States which may lead to either a dual hegemony and a return to a Cold War-like 

state of international relations, or it would simply replace the U.S. and the international 

order would remain the same.  

 Power, according to Yan’s analysis, resembles a realist calculation of power in that it 

is relative. That is, when state A’s power diminishes in relation to state B, state B has 

become relatively more powerful. Xunzi departs from realism, however, in that power 

stems from political power (i.e. the nature of the state or rule) and not from economic or 

military power as suggested above. States are also security seeking. Quoting Xunzi, Yan 

states, “[states] all desire security and have an aversion to danger.”104 

Xunzi famously departed from Mencius (孟子) and viewed human nature as 

																																																								
104	 Yan,	“Xunzi’s	Thoughts	on	International	Politics,”	146.	
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inherently evil. From birth, human beings are guided by desires and emotions. To check 

these basic guiding faculties, the mind must be cultivated. As an extension of this 

individual cultivation, the state must also be cultivated. A ruler cultivates a state by 

wisely selecting ministers, according to Xunzi. Both the state and relations between states 

are governed by a systematic hierarchy. According to Yan, Xunzi’s interpretation of the 

origins of war is similar to that of realist theory, that is, international war stems from 

social anarchy.105 Constructing a systematic hierarchy is a way to minimize interstate 

conflict. 

 

 
Figure 3.2: Yan’s conception of Xunzi’s hierarchy. Source: Yan, Ancient Chinese Thought, Modern Chinese Power, 

97. 

 

According to Xunzi, in order for a state to attain a true-kingship, tianxia is obtained 

through voluntary submission, not sheer force. In this regard, China must make itself a 

state to be imitated and not merely one concentrated on economic development. Yan is 

adamant on this point: political inertia, mixed with a long-term emphasis on economic 

																																																								
105	 Yan,	Ancient	Chinese	Thought,	Modern	Chinese	Power,	213.	

DOI:10.6814/NCCU201901209



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

61	

growth has prevented China from attaining its objective to be a state worthy of emulation. 

Unlike most modern IR theories that place economic or military power at the center of 

state power, Xunzi views state power as stemming from the nature of the state through its 

actions and policies.106 In this regard cultural/political or soft power is more important 

than material or hard power because it has the ability to draw smaller and weaker states 

toward a state imbued with yi (義) or moral and ethical principles. Yan lays out the 

following formula to illustrate his point: CP = (M+E+C)*P. According to this model, 

comprehensive power (CP) is equal to the sum of military power (M), economic power 

(E), and cultural power (C), all magnified when multiplied by a political power (P) reliant 

on strategic trust and honesty.107 With reference to international norms, the Westphalian 

System of equality of state sovereignty is counter to Xunzi’s conception of tianxia where 

a hierarchy prevails. Yan points out that neither hierarchal systems nor those based on 

equality have prevented large-scale wars. However, the relative peace sustained under 

hierarchical systems is preferable simply because the wars that are conducted under a 

hierarchical system are less virulent and smaller in scale.108 

 Below is an outline of Yan Xuetong’s international relations theory as shaped by 

Xunzi: 

 

 

																																																								
106	 Yan,	“Xunzi’s	Thoughts	on	International	Politics,”	159-160.	
107	 Yan,	“Xunzi’s	Thoughts	on	International	Politics,”	162.	
108	 Yan,	“Xunzi’s	Thoughts	on	International	Politics,”	164.	
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Table 3.2: Summary of Yan Xuetong’s Use of Xunzi’s Political Philosophy 

Concept Pertinent Quote Significance Example 

Power “Others accumulate faults daily; 

we become more perfect 

everyday. Others become poorer 

daily; we become richer 

everyday.”  

Yan, through Xunzi, sees 

power as relative, 

mirroring realist theory. A 

state, however, should 

cultivate not only material 

power, but also moral 

authority. Political strength 

is the basis for economic 

and military power. 

CP = (M+E+C)*P 

Use of Force “A humane authority military 

punishes only those who are 

unjust and never lays siege to 

others unjustly;” “… he must 

also conquer the will of people 

in other states;” “One who uses 

virtue to annex others will attain 

humane authority.” 

“Accordingly, although it is 

possible for a state to be taken 

by force, it is impossible for the 

whole empire to be taken by 

force.” 

The use of force to annex 

or invade another country 

is acceptable if it is 

“morally correct 

annexation.”  

Yan is intentionally vague 

on what constitutes moral 

invasion, providing no 

tangible examples. 

Tianxia “Since it is the largest thing, 

only the most discriminating will 

be able to allocate social 

responsibilities properly… Only 

a sage is capable of fully 

meeting these three conditions. 

Thus, only a sage is capable of 

being a True King. …so he can 

be the balance scale of judgment 

for the whole world... The 

empire is the greatest of all, and 

only a sage can possess it.” 

World supremacy cannot 

be attained through 

violence. ‘Beijing 

Consensus’ must be a role 

model for other states. 

Emphasis on ‘harmonious 

society’ and mutual 

development. 

Afghanistan used as an 

example. While the 

government rules 

Afghanistan in name, it 

really only controls the 

area surrounding Kabul. 

 
 
 
 

DOI:10.6814/NCCU201901209



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

63	

International 

Social Norms 

“Rites are what direct the 

administration. To administer 

without rites is for an 

administration to fail to run… 

Rites are to directing a state as 

scales are to light and heavy… 

Hence, without rites human 

beings cannot live and without 

rites affairs cannot be 

accomplished and a state without 

rites is not at peace.” 

Comparing Xunzi’s ideas 

of rites to contemporary 

neoliberalism, Yan uses 

this concept to emphasize 

how norms can prevent 

interstate violence.  

Uses Keohane and Nye’s 

analysis of nuclear 

weapons agreements as 

related example. 

Hierarchy “The life of human beings 

cannot be without communities. 

If there are communities with 

distinction, then there will be 

conflict…;” “Two nobles cannot 

obey each other.” 

Following traditional 

Confucian norms, Xunzi 

unsurprisingly sees the 

state and state relations as 

an extension of familial 

hierarchy and as the basis 

of social norms. Xunzi’s 

conception is antithetical to 

the Westphalian system. A 

“neo-tributary” 

understanding of hierarchy. 

Yan cites modern 

distinctions between states 

in the UN, IMF and WTO. 

Source: Yan,	“Xunzi’s	Thoughts	on	International	Politics;”	Yan,	Ancient	Chinese	Thought,	Modern	Chinese	Power.	

 

From Yan Xuetong’s analysis of Xunzi’s thoughts concerning the international 

system the following assumptions will be used to understand IR and CIRT: 

1) The source of power in the international system is not only based on economic 

or military might; it is also necessary to achieve moral authority 

2) The use of force as a last resort: Xunzi is not opposed to the use of violent force 

to maintain order, however force must be used in a just way 

a) The increase in a state’s material wealth cannot solve the problem of 

conflict 
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3) International norms help dictate states’ behavior and are a way to reduce conflict  

and minimize the use of force 

4) Hierarchy exists within the international system and is beneficial. Yan’s 

conception of hierarchy is opposed to the international norms of equality and 

sovereignty  

 

Section 3.6: Chinese IRT Thinkers: Zhao Tingyang 

Zhao Tingyang (趙汀陽) is a professor of philosophy at the Chinese Academy of 

Social Sciences (CASS) and at Renmin University and was a visiting scholar at the 

Harvard-Yenching Institute and the Department of East Asian Languages and 

Civilizations, Harvard University in the spring of 2013.109 Zhao’s most important 

contribution to CIRT is his thorough analysis of tianxia as an international theory 

applicable to the modern world. Although Zhao had already made a name for himself in 

the discipline of philosophy, the publication of his 2005 book The Tianxia System: An 

Introduction to the Philosophy of a World Institution set the stage for his ascent within 

the realm of IRT in China. His usage of tianxia is not simply a repackaging of the ancient 

conception of an ‘all-under-heaven’ international order (although he draws heavily from 

Chinese history), but rather an attempt to build a worldview that fits into a broader 

Chinese view of the world and China’s changing position within it. His book The Tianxia 

																																																								
109	 Think	in	China,	http://www.thinkinchina.asia/zhao-tingyang/;	Harvard-Yenching	Institute,	
https://www.harvard-yenching.org/scholars/zhao-tingyang	
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System was an overwhelming success domestically in China and brought the concept of 

tianxia from the margins of IR discussion to the mainstream.110 

Zhao criticizes Western IR theories for failing to respond to an era of increasing 

globalization with a truly global or international vision of the world, instead remaining 

stuck to a nation-centric worldview of states ensconced in balance-of-power politics. He 

argues that because a universal political identity does not exist “[t]he key problem today 

is that of failed world as opposed to that of so-called failed states.”111 The tianxia system 

that Zhao conceives is truly global in scope and outlook and embodies three broad 

definitions. The first definition is the corporeal world that represents the physical earth 

(literally under the heavens) and is a conceptual departure from the international. The 

second is the psychological definition that tianxia is a “universal agreement” shared by 

all people.112 For Zhao, however, democracy or democratic institutions are incapable of 

representing the interests of a tianxia model because democracy represents individual 

values suitable to a domestic not global level.113 Finally the institutional idea that gives 

tianxia a political system is one that operates through a global institution in a hierarchical 

form. While the family is the basic unit of analysis under this global conception, the 

hierarchy is a “[p]olitical transposition, conducted downwards from ‘all-under-heaven’ to 

																																																								
110	 William	A.	Callahan,	“Chinese	Visions	of	World	Order:	Post-hegemonic	or	a	New	Hegemony?”	International	
Studies	Review	10	(2008),	750.	
111	 Zhao	Tingyang,	“A	Political	World	Philosophy	in	Terms	of	All-under-heaven	(Tian-xia),”	Diogenes	221	(2009):	
5.	
112	 Zhao	Tingyang,	“A	Political	World	Philosophy	in	Terms	of	All-under-heaven	(Tian-xia),”	9.	
113	 William	A.	Callahan,	“Chinese	Visions	of	World	Order,”	752.	
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the nation-state and then to the family.”114 His theoretical model also runs parallel with 

Qin Yaqing’s conception of relationality based on order when he states that “nothing can 

be defined if not in terms of ‘relations’” when referring to how a political system would 

operate in under a tianxia-like system.115 It is important to note that Zhao’s tianxia is 

contained in the works of other CIRT theorists and as mentioned above ties into the 

conception of datong. In a tianxia conception of a global order, datong would provide the 

harmonious backdrop upon which a tianxia global order would rest.116 Taking Zhao’s 

application of tianxia, the following assumption will be make concerning CIRT: 

1) Tianxia is the international background that supplants an anarchical one. States 

behave in a manner that draws others to them through their actions and applies 

force only in cases of defense. 

 

Section 3.7: Conclusive Survey of Major Chinese IR Theorists 

It is indeed tempting to believe that the current political discourse in China is 

experiencing a fundamental introverted shift in how it theorizes about international 

relations. It is not only the ivory towers of China’s major institutions that witness this 

evocation of the Chinese historic and philosophical tradition. There are numerous 

examples of Chinese politicians, reaching the very highest echelons of power, referencing 

the past and evoking ancient political philosophies and concepts. President Xi Jinping has 

																																																								
114	 Zhao	Tingyang,	“A	Political	World	Philosophy	in	Terms	of	All-under-heaven	(Tian-xia),”	13.	
115	 Zhao	Tingyang,	“A	Political	World	Philosophy	in	Terms	of	All-under-heaven	(Tian-xia),”	10.	
116	 Qin,	“Why	Is	There	No	Chinese	International	Relations	Theory?,”	330.	
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in many instances referenced the ideas of Confucius, Xunzi, and Mengzi, just to name a 

few, in an apparent revival of traditional Chinese political philosophy that highlights 

Chinese exceptionalism.117  

While analyses of CIRT and the field of IR in China generally provide glimpses of 

strategy-making elements, overall the nascent attempt to construct a consistent and 

well-founded CIRT falter on many levels. Qin Yaqing’s fervent calls for a true CIRT are 

even contested by other IR thinkers in China, most vociferously by Yan Xuetong. 

Criticisms abound concerning the broad interpretive methods used by Chinese IR 

theorists when applying ancient concepts from the Chinese tradition. Schneider criticizes 

Yan Xuetong, claiming, “Yan’s use of pre-modern philosophy thus mainly turns into a 

search for ideas that help legitimise his realist perspective. In the tradition of Chinese 

historiography, Yan liberally draws from historical discourses to pass moral judgment 

and, in this case, promote realist foreign policy in the People’s Republic of China 

(PRC).”118 The idealization of these concepts also distorts the historical reality, marred 

as it was by warfare and conflict, and gives ancient foreign policy an undeserving gleam 

of benevolence in regard to relations between states, especially those within the sphere of 

the Chinese tribute system. 

Indeed, Confucian ethics and the idea of Confucian peace have been applied to 

																																																								
117	 Didi	Kirsten	Tatlow,	“Xi	Jinping	on	Exceptionalism	with	Chinese	Characteristics,”	New	York	Times	October	14,	
2014,	
https://sinosphere.blogs.nytimes.com/2014/10/14/xi-jinping-on-exceptionalism-with-chinese-characteristics/
?_r=0	
118	 Florian	Schneider,	“Reconceptualising	world	order,”	688.	
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Chinese historiography of interstate relations for centuries. Official histories of the 

dynasties that ruled China were commissioned by the emperor and are fraught with 

ambiguities, euphemisms and other alterations that create the impression of a 

magnanimous, paternal Chinese state working toward pacific ends with defensive, 

non-expansionist means for the greater good of the region. Officials in China today are 

quick to reference China’s Confucian culture when exclaiming China’s pacifist nature. 

These are not simple references in passing. Aside from Xi Jinping’s evocation of 

historical references, there is a specific proclamation of China’s pacific legacy, echoed at 

many levels within government in relation to its current international relations. General 

Xu Xin, the former deputy chief of staff for the PLA, once said, “the Chinese nation has a 

long tradition of honoring peace. As early as two thousand years ago, Confucius has 

emphasized that ‘peace should be cherished.’”119 In his remarks in 2003 at Harvard 

University’s graduation ceremony, then-premier Wen Jiabao said, “China will continue to 

be a major country that loves peace and has a great deal to look forward. Peace loving has 

been a time-honored quality of the Chinese nation. The very first emperor of the Qin 

Dynasty commanded the building of the Great Wall 2,000 years ago for defensive 

purposes.”120 

Remarks such as these create the impression of Chinese exceptionalism. As 

discussed above, Yuan-kang Wang historically tested this in his 2005 work Harmony and 

																																																								
119	 Wang	Yuan-kang,	Harmony	and	War,	2.	
120	 “Remarks	of	Premier	Wen	Jiabao,”	The	Harvard	Gazette,	
https://news.harvard.edu/gazette/story/2003/12/harvard-gazette-remarks-of-chinese-premier-wen-jiabao/	 	
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War. Wang analyzes the influence of Confucian culture on China’s historical use of force 

during the Song and Ming dynasties. The central question of his work is: “To what extent 

does culture influence a state’s use of military force against external security threats?”121 

The results of his work point to a state, despite having a culture of Confucian pacifism 

that is shaped by the structure of the international system in which it is situated. 

Structural realism, which views the international system as anarchical, rules out the 

influence of culture on a state’s foreign policy decisions and better explains China’s 

historic used of coercion and force. Wang concluded that Chinese leaders were primarily 

influenced by balance-of- power politics and adopted an offensive posture when 

relatively strong and a defensive one when relatively weak.122 

Zhao Tingyang’s building of a tianxia universal theoretical model lacks a coherent 

projection of how such a system would be feasible in the first place. His argument is also 

deficient in many other regards. For example, his call for a more inclusive hierarchical 

world order to replace the post-Westphalian global order appears more of a call for a 

Chinese hegemony than the utopian dream he purportedly advocates. In addition, his 

enigmatic and confusing refutation of democracy only serves to weaken his argument. In 

regards to democracy, he ambiguously makes claims such as “[i]f we follow the facts, it 

seems to be the case that the masses always make the wrong choices for themselves 

through a misled democracy,” and “[t]he unspoken theory is that most people do not 

																																																								
121	 Wang,	Harmony	and	War,	3.	
122	 Wang,	Harmony	and	War,	181,	184.	
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really know what is best for them, but that the elite do ….”123 The extent of his success 

as a political thinker and advocate of the tianxia system is theoretically weak. However, 

as Callahan points out, Zhao’s The Tianxia System is “meaningful not just as a 

philosophical or an academic text. Its power and influence thus emerges not necessarily 

from its arguments—which one critic describes as ‘‘pale and weak’’—but from its 

position in a network of debates among public intellectuals, state intellectuals and 

political leaders about China’s role in the world as a major power.”124 It is because of 

this that attention inevitably returns to the inherent nationalism contained in the construct 

of a CIRT.  

Most importantly, CIRT fails to provide a theoretical hard core that underlines it as 

an actual theory. While there are variations in the interpretation of both realism and 

liberal institutionalism they both possess foundational hard cores that form the basis of 

their theory.125 Realism’s hard core maintains the international system is anarchic with 

states as power-seeking rational actors, while liberal institutionalism’s hard core rejects 

the power-maximizing politics of states and conceives of cooperation as mutually 

beneficial. CIRT as reviewed thus far fails to meet that criteria as a veritable theory. Of 

course this is not to say the construction of a CIRT will not occur, but the inconsistencies 

and disagreements concerning its construction—or even whether it should be constructed 

in the first place—hinder, for the moment, any true construction. While notions and 

																																																								
123	 Zhao	Tingyang,	“Rethinking	Empire	from	a	Chinese	Concept	‘All-Under-Heaven’	32.	
124	 William	A.	Callahan,	“Chinese	Visions	of	World	Order,”	757.	
125	 For	more	concerning	theoretical	hard	core	see:	Imre	Lakatos.	The	Methodolgy	of	Scientific	Research	
Programmes:	Philosophical	Papers.	Vol.	1	London:	Cambridge	University	Press,	1970.	 	
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concepts such as Zhao Tingyang’s advocacy for tianxia in an attempted “recovery project” 

of Chinese philosophy or Qin Yaqing’s processual constructivism are examples of 

attempts at building a theoretical hard core, they not only lack many of the components 

necessary for theory but their attempt “exposes problems within Chinese IR of inadequate 

training and resources to deal properly with the vast archive of classical literature.”126 

Nonetheless, the nascent attempts at building a truly theoretical CIRT is one of the 

ways in which foreign policy experts understand and piece together the puzzle of Chinese 

international strategy. Because of the influential position of many of the thinkers 

involved and the weight their ideas carry in Chinese society, it would be disadvantageous 

to simply cast aside the ideas and work of these various thinkers. In the following 

sections, an attempt will be made to apply CIRT to analyze and test the real world 

veracity and pertinence and the current debate that surrounds CIRT. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
																																																								
126	 Wang	Jiangli	and	Barry	Buzan,	“The	English	and	Chinese	Schools	of	International	Relations,”	28-32.	
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Chapter IV: Case Study One: The PRC’s Historical Use of Force 

Section 4.1: Introduction to China’s Twentieth Century Conflicts 

 In the study of IR, war, conflict, the use of force and their causes are at the heart of 

understanding state behavior and how states interact in the international system. Due to 

their significance, most IR theories test their validity based upon historical wars and 

conflicts. This work is no different in its approach, except that the nature of CIRT, as laid 

out in chapter three, differs from the major IR theories in many ways. In this section an 

outline of the PRC’s involvement in post-1949 wars and conflicts will be examined in 

order test CIRT’s validity in real world conflict engagements. In order to achieve this, six 

conflicts have been chosen on the basis of their proximity to China: The Korean War 

1950-53, China-Taiwan Offshore Island War 1954, China-Taiwan Strait Island War 1958, 

Sino-Indian War 1962, Sino-Vietnamese War 1979, and the Johnson South Reef 

Skirmish 1988. These are the wars and conflicts that the PRC has engaged in since its 

establishment. For the purposes of this work, war will be defined using the Correlates of 

War definition. According to the COW, a war is defined as “sustained combat, involving 

organized armed forces resulting in a minimum of 1,000 battled-related fatalities.”127 

Conflict, on the other hand, refers to more limited uses of force in both temporal scope 

and violent scale.  

CIRT bases much of its theoretical framework on the theories and concepts that were 

																																																								
127	 Meredith	Reid	Sarkees,	“The	COW	Typology	of	War:	Defining	and	Categorizing	Wars	(Version	4	of	the	Data),”	
Correlates	of	War.	
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developed in the pre-Qin era where states were engaging in conflict or cooperation in an 

expansionist/anarchic background. As a result of this, China’s clashes with bordering 

nations give a clearer understanding of how applicable CIRT’s may be when put in 

practice. The applicability of the above studied concepts will be tested to see to what 

degree the concepts promoted by the major CIRT theorists are tenable. The aim of this 

chapter is to critically test the theories of major CIRT thinkers by using historical 

examples of PRC state behavior and, specifically, its use of force. In all of the cases 

examined in this chapter, the use of force is dyadic state interaction between two strategic 

rivals. Rivals are states that: 

 

“Foreign policy decision-makers single out as most likely antagonists. Rivalries can last for decades. 

They persist in part because states have conflicting interests that go unresolved. Rivals wish to occupy the 

same territory, control the same markets, or monopolize overlapping positions of influence. Once rivalries 

are underway, it may not matter much that some of the contested objectives are no longer in conflict. 

Intense rivals will find new sources of conflict as time goes by.”128 

 

The case studies involved will be tested against the efficacy of other IRTs, 

particularly those examined in chapter 2. To briefly summarize, liberalism posits that 

states that interact more frequently either through international organizations or trade 

become interdependent, and as a result, are less likely to engage in conflict. In a realist 

calculation, states are inherently power-seeking entities by virtue of either human nature 

(classical realism), or because of the anarchical international background drives states to 

																																																								
128	 Causes	of	War,	57.	
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suspect other states of malicious intent (structural realism). Power transition theory, a 

subset of realism, postulates that rising powers that are dissatisfied with the hegemonic 

status quo will seek to alter or challenge the de facto hegemonic power or powers. The 

chart below gives an outline of the PRC’s conflicts: 

Table 4.1: Outline of PRC’s Wars and Conflicts 

Conflict Duration Ostensible Motivation International 

Background 
Outcome 

Korean War 1950-53 

Casualties: 

PRC: 422,612 

DPRK: 

316,579 

ROK: 113,248 

U.S.: 54,487 
 

October 19, 

1950—July 27, 

1953 (Chinese 

participation) 

Maintain peripheral 

territorial integrity; 

revolutionary-national

ism 

Sino-Soviet 

Alliance; 

Beginnings of Cold 

War 

Resumption of the 38th 

parallel as the de facto border; 

drastic deterioration in 

Sino-U.S relations 

China-Taiwan Offshore 

Island War 1954 (First 

Taiwan Strait Crisis) 

Casualties: 

PRC: 1003 

ROC: 1367 
 

August 11, 

1954—May 1, 

1955 

Continuation of 

PRC’s civil war 

strategy to seize ROC 

controlled territory 

Early stages of U.S. 

containment policy; 

cessation of Korean 

hostilities 

Further deterioration of 

Sino-US relations; treaty 

alliance between Taiwan and 

US 

China-Taiwan Offshore 

Island War 1958 

(Second Taiwan Strait 

Crisis) 

Casualties: 

PRC: 300 

ROC: 1500 
 

August 23, 

1958—Sept. 22, 

1958 

Early failures of Great 

Leap Forward; 

Cooling of 

Sino-Soviet relations 

Improvement in 

US-Soviet relations 

(Khrushchev’s 

“Peaceful 

Coexistence”) 

Strengthening of US-Taiwan 

relations and a hardening 

defense of Jinmen and Mazu 

Islands; China seeks nuclear 

capabilities 

Sino-Indian War 1962 

Casualties: 

India: 1353 

PRC: 500 
 

October 

20—November 

20 1962 

Indian settlements 

established in PRC 

claimed territories 

Cuban Missile 

Crisis 
Deeping of Sino-Pakistan 

relations 

Sino-Vietnamese War 

1979 

Casualties: 

PRC: 13000 

Vietnam: 8000 
 

February 

17—March 16 

1979 

Border clashes; 

growing alliance 

between Soviet Union 

and Vietnam 

Sino-US 

establishment of full 

diplomatic relations; 

Iranian hostage 

crisis 

After a month of pushing 

south, Chinese forces retreat 

north 
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Johnson South Reef 

Skirmish (conflict) 

1988 

Casualties: 

Vietnam: 64129 

March 13, 1988 Competing claims in 

SCS; advancement in 

Chinese naval 

capabilities 

Soviet Union 

showing first signs 

of instability 

China establishes effective 

control on six islands/reefs in 

the Spratlys 

Source: John W. Garver, China’s Quest: The History of the Foreign Relations of the People’s Republic of China, (New 

York: Oxford University Press, 2016); All casualty statistics except for the Johnson Reef Skirmish come from the 

Correlates of War Project. See http://www.correlatesofwar.org/ 
 

 

 This chapter will proceed as follows: section 4.2 – 4.7 will analyze the 

abovementioned case studies in order to test what validity, if any, of CIRT against WIRT. 

Each section will offer a historical overview of the PRC’s use of force proceeded by an 

analysis of CIRT’s utility in explaining the use of force. Each section will conclude with 

a critique of CIRT and a WIRT comparison. Section 4.8 will offer concluding remarks 

and an overview of the chapter’s findings. 

 

Section 4.2: The Korean War 1950-1953 

 On October 1, 1949, Mao Zedong and the communists declared the establishment of 

the People’s Republic of China from atop the Tian’anmen Gate in Beijing. After a long 

and bloody civil war, the communist had won control of the mainland. This marked the 

beginning of a new era in East Asian relations. With the northeast pacified, the Soviets 

and Chinese began to hold secret meetings in early 1949 that culminated in the 

Sino-Soviet Treaty Friendship, Alliance and Mutual Assistance in February 1950. Both 

																																																								
129	 Martian	Petty,	“Vietnam	Protesters	Denounce	China	on	Anniversary	of	Naval	Battle,”	Reuters	March	14,	2016,	
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-southchinasea-vietnam-idUSKCN0WG0C9.	
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states’ strategic interests lie in countering the U.S. in East Asia, with Mao seeking Soviet 

assistance for the unification of China, while the Soviets strove to utilize China’s power 

to check U.S. influence in the region and avoid direct confrontation.130  

Washington was concurrently recalculating its own grand strategic policy during this 

time. The fact that China had been lost to the communists along with the deterioration of 

U.S.-Soviet relations hardened the U.S. policy of containment. Korea was on the top of 

the list in both strategic importance and physical investment. While the Americans may 

have tried to play down their commitment in South Korea, the fact remained it was of 

utmost strategic importance for U.S. foreign policy. 

Korea, in the early years after WWII, was on the threshold of the escalating a Cold 

War that was forming in East Asia between the Soviet and American spheres of influence. 

The 38th parallel, roughly dividing the Korean Peninsula in half, was a hastily drawn line 

meant to be a temporary solution to the tensions brewing between the north and south and 

the Soviet and American spheres of influence. Throughout the late-1940’s there were 

continued skirmishes along the border. In the north, the Democratic People’s Republic of 

Korea’s (DPRK) leader Kim Il Sung was preparing for an all-out assault which finally 

came on June 25, 1950. Confident of his forces’ ability to take the south with popular 

support, approval from Stalin and the belief in a lackluster American response, the DPRK 

was able to smash through the 38th parallel. However, the popular uprisings in support of 

																																																								
130	 Shen	Zhihua,	Mao,	Stalin	and	the	Korean	War:	Trilateral	Communist	Relations	in	the	1950’s,	trans.	Neil	Silver,	
(New	York:	Routledge,	2012),	70.	 	
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the north were not forthcoming and the U.S. response was swift and serious. Immediately 

the U.S. sent the 7th fleet to the Taiwan Strait and began mobilizing for war on the 

Korean peninsula.131 

What, then, were the PRC’s motivations in engaging in an all-out war with the U.S.? 

First was the Chinese desire to prevent the U.S. from having a presence up to the Yalu 

River (鴨綠江). The Chinese were shrewdly aware that imperial Japan had first annexed 

Korea and did not want to make their industrial base in the northeast vulnerable. More 

important is the need to understand the complexity of the tripartite relationship between 

Joseph Stalin, Mao Zedong and Kim Il Sung and the power politics at play. Stalin, the 

undisputed leader of the socialist camp, was motivated by a desire to outmaneuver the 

U.S.: if the U.S. involved itself in the Korean Peninsula, that would shift attention away 

from Europe; if the U.S. did not engage itself in Korea then there would be an extended 

buffer between the Soviet Union and Japan and the U.S.132 In their calculations as to how 

the U.S. would respond, Chinese leadership overlooked three important factors. First, was 

the strength of the U.S.-South Korean relationship. The second had to do with the 

American domestic politics. The U.S. had failed to prevent a communist takeover of 

China and the Truman administration was already dealing with mounting criticism. Third 

was the strengthening of the containment policy, especially now that the Soviet Union 

																																																								
131	 John	W.	Garver,	China’s	Quest:	The	History	of	the	Foreign	Relations	of	the	People’s	Republic	of	China,	(New	
York:	Oxford	University	Press,	2016),	64-66.	
132	 Garver,	China’s	Quest,	63-64.	
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was in possession of the nuclear bomb.133 In addition, at the outbreak of Korean War the 

nascent PRC was still consolidating its power in China. Mao calculated his government’s 

response to the American intervention by viewing it as a way to achieve both domestic 

and international aims. First, participation in the conflict would be a way to mobilize the 

Chinese people and while also demonstrating strength in the face of potential security 

threats. Second, the PRC was eager to prove itself to its neighbors, especially the Soviet 

Union, and advance its revolutionary credentials.134 

Can the theories of Qin and Yan be used to understand the PRC’s decision to use 

force in Korea? Qin’s relational theory can inform us how China may behave toward the 

intimate and important relationship between the PRC and DPRK. Indeed, the armies of 

the two states had been working together since their resistance against Japan expansion. 

In addition, DPRK soldiers had fought alongside the communists in the Chinese Civil 

War bringing back battle-hardened experience in the months before the outbreak of war 

in the Korean Peninsula.135 In addition, the relationship between the U.S. and the PRC 

was one of inimical importance, but lacking completely in intimacy. In this case it makes 

sense that the PRC would be willing to use force in assisting the DPRK. Qin, like other 

CIRT thinkers, makes territorial integrity a top priority for Chinese strategy. With the 

northeast exposed, it would be nearly impossible to defend it with an American ally on 

																																																								
133	 Chen	Jian,	China’s	Road	to	the	Korean	War:	The	Making	of	the	Sino-American	Confrontation,	(New	York:	
Columbia	University	Press,	1994),	126-27.	
134	 Chen	Jian,	China’s	Road	to	the	Korean	War,	217-220;	Garver,	China’s	Quest,	70-71.	
135	 Bruce	Cummings,	Korea’s	Place	in	the	Sun:	A	Modern	History,	(New	York:	Norton,	2005),	Kindle	Edition,	
Chapter	5.	
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China’s doorstep. The fact that Qin is intentionally vague on when a state should/should 

not use force makes his theory difficult to assess. 

Yan’s theory more adequately explains China’s decision to use force in Korea. First, 

is Yan’s emphasis concerning the territorial integrity of the China. Next, the hierarchical 

order of communism at the time fits Yan’s “neo-tributary” conception of state relations. 

China may have been inspired to lead by example and be a humane authority. According 

to Chen Jian, Mao and the CCP were eager to return China to its central status. This was 

closely related with the CCP’s “revolutionary nationalism” that wanted to export the 

Chinese model of revolution and become a regional leader for revolutionary 

movements.136 Moreover, China and Korea had historically shared a close relationship.    

The fact of the matter is that the PRC was not seeking to play by any pre-established 

rules or norms. In many ways the conflict in Korea was politically expedient for Mao and 

the communists, both domestically and internationally. The mobilization of China in 

preparation for war gave the PRC an opportunity to eliminate “reactionaries” and solidify 

communist rule over China. This led to a period of terror that resulted in the execution of 

over 710,000 individuals deemed reactionary by May 1951.137 Internationally, as Mao 

believed the war in Korea was strategically important for “demonstrating to Stalin that he 

was a resolute revolutionary not fearful of US imperialism. In effect, Mao was asserting 

China’s bona fides as the center of the Asian international order, albeit a new 

																																																								
136	 Chen	Jian,	China’s	Road	to	the	Korean	War,	214.	
137	 Garver,	China’s	Quest,	87.	
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revolutionary and socialist-centered order.”138 While Yan’s “moral realism” may be 

evoked as a way to understand China’s decision to use force in the Korean War, it still 

falls short of hitting the mark. How can Yan’s theory explain the continued use of force 

despite the enormous loss of human life in the face of a clear inability of victory? In 

addition, how can the PRC’s domestic terror be understood through a lens of moral 

realism? As explained above, the PRC was looking to lead by example and aspiring to be 

a regional socialist leader. However, due to the nature of the decisions made by the young 

PRC in the lead up to the conflict, they can be best explained through an offensive realist 

perspective. The PRC was a state looking to substantially change the power dynamics in 

East Asia perhaps to achieve hegemony in the region by maximizing its power position. 

The PRC was not a status quo power and was motivated by a desire to prove itself both to 

its allies and foes. It was also very conscious of the recent colonial and imperial grabs at 

its territory and were uncertain of America’s intentions in the region making the decision 

to go to war more probable. 

 

Section 4.3 China-Taiwan Offshore Island War 1954139 

 The island nation of Taiwan lies roughly 90-105 nautical miles from the mainland, a 

short distance considering the technology of modern warfare. Despite the proximity of 

the two states, there are numerous geographical impediments creating militarily strategic 

																																																								
138	 Garver,	China’s	Quest,	70.	
139	 Both	the	China-Taiwan	Offshore	Island	War	and	The	Taiwan	Strait	War	(or	First	and	Second	Taiwan	Strait	
Crises)	are	not	considered	extensions	of	the	Chinese	Civil	War	(1945-49)	and	are	therefore	tested	as	wars	
between	two	states.	This	is	consistent	with	the	COW	classification	of	both	of	these	wars	as	inter-state	wars.	
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difficulties. The Taiwan Straight is shallow making submarine warfare nearly impossible 

and the unpredictable weather and rough seas make surface operations problematic. 

Taiwan’s coasts are also mostly precipitous cliff and other unsuitable landing areas.140 

 Taiwan possesses a number of key strategic islands off the coast of the mainland. 

Jinmen (金門; also referred to as Quemoy) and Mazu (馬祖) lie mere kilometers from 

PRC territory with Jinmen clearly visible from the major port city of Xiamen (廈門). 

Jinmen and Mazu were on the tail end of the PRC’s islands campaign that sought to take 

back islands controlled by the ROC with the ultimate goal of taking Taiwan. The island 

province of Hainan and the Dachen islands off the coast of Zhejiang province fell and in 

early 1954 the ROC began establishing defenses and garrisons on the remaining islands 

under their control. In August of 1954, the PRC began a heavy bombardment of Jinmen 

that lasted several months.141 The motivation behind Mao’s decision to bomb the islands 

were to draw US support away from Taiwan in reaction to the 1954 Mutual Defense 

Treaty between the US and Taiwan. Mao miscalculated the intensity of the US response 

and the bombings had the opposite effect by bringing the US and Taiwan closer 

together.142  

 In terms of timing, 1954 was strategically chosen for attack because of the cessation 

of the Korean War, in which the PRC was directly involved. The strengthening of the U.S. 

position on Taiwan came in the summer of 1950, when Soviet backed North Korean 

																																																								
140	 Bernard	D.	Cole,	Taiwan’s	Security:	History	and	Prospects,	(New	York:	Routledge,	2006),	2-3.	
141	 Cole,	Taiwan’s	Security,	21.	
142	 Ibid.	
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troops crossed the 38th parallel. This event made Taiwan a strategic imperative for the 

U.S. policy of containment of Soviet influence in the western Pacific. By 1954, with the 

fighting at a standstill and an armistice signed, the nascent calm of peace led Mao Zedong 

and Zhou Enlai (周恩來) to erroneously believe that the U.S. would recalculate their 

policy. This false belief was reinforced by the PRC show of force in Korea that brought 

the war to a standstill and the fact that US allies would be hesitant to support a U.S.-PRC 

conflict over Taiwan.143  

Taiwan is particularly of interest to Beijing for several reasons. First, Taiwan came 

under formal Chinese control in the Qing Dynasty during the reign of the Kangxi (康熙) 

emperor in the 1680’s. Territory formerly under Qing rule is viewed as integrally part of 

China. Second, as an extension of the internecine conflict between the Nationalists and 

the Communist, the PRC views Taiwan as a rogue province that has yet to be defeated 

and therefore a domestic issue that requires no third parties. Lastly, Taiwan is also of 

immense strategic importance in regards to the commanding U.S. presence in the western 

Pacific and seen as a way to break what is commonly referred to as the ‘first island chain’ 

necessary for Chinese maritime security. It is for these reasons that today the PRC 

vehemently claims sovereignty over Taiwan and routinely challenges any signals, 

however slight or insignificant, of moves toward independence. 

What can CIRT inform us about the PRC’s behavior during the China-Taiwan 

Offshore Island War? According to Qin’s theory of relationality, the PRC and ROC’s 

																																																								
143	 Garver,	China’s	Quest,	100-101.	
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relationship was one defined by bellicosity following the long and bloody civil war they 

fought; yet both states stemmed from a Chinese cultural background. It was a relationship 

that was both intimate and important. However, as Qin postulates, states have a tendency 

toward peace rather than conflict. The PRC and ROC were locked in a competition for 

legitimacy. His culturally bound idea of how states interact is revealing because both 

states were claimants to the Chinese cultural realm making his theory especially weak 

seen in this light. However, if viewed from communism’s relationship to capitalism as 

the primary relational basis, then relational theory begins to show signs of plausibility. In 

other words, despite both states’ shared origin and experience, their relationships were 

determined by their relational circles i.e. the CCP’s to international communism and the 

ROC’s to the West and the deepening rift between the Soviet Union and America. While 

that may partially explain the relational condition of both states, it fails to scratch the 

surface of the fundamental question at stake: why did China choose to use force? 

Deepening US involvement in the region and the burgeoning US policy of 

containment were crucial motivating factors. From this perspective Yan’s idea of 

reestablishing a Chinese predominant position in the East Asian political hierarchy could 

potentially be evoked. China, at the helm of an East Asian hierarchical structure, could 

guide the region toward its aims and restore its rightful position it once occupied during 

the height of the tribute system. While this hypothetical may have prompted certain 

actions by both sides, Yan’s moral realism certainly fails to adequately explain the PRC’s 

actions. Bombardment and war with Taiwan hardly constitutes a moral approach toward 
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state relations. Indeed, the tyranny of Mao Zedong over his own people may be seen as 

an extension of how this conflict bore out. 

Overall, offensive realism’s understanding of state interaction better explains why 

China sought to attack ROC territory. China viewed US presence in the region, 

specifically in Taiwan, as a direct threat to its sovereignty and position regionally. The 

PRC was also acting under expansionist pretexts and hoping to seize on US reluctance to 

achieve its goals, which in the end materialized into hardening the US position. The PRC 

believed itself to be in a more powerful position vis-à-vis Taiwan, without considering 

how significant the US response would be. In the end, however, the PRC was regarded as 

much weaker militarily and economically than the US, making military engagement too 

costly for the PRC. 

 

Section 4.4: China-Taiwan Strait War 1958 

 Against a similar backdrop, the 1958 China-Taiwan Straight War (also referred to as 

the Second Taiwan Straight Crisis) contained many of the same elements as the 1954 

conflict. There were, however, some major differences in motivating factors. One of the 

biggest factors was the cooling of relations between the USSR and the PRC. Retention of 

the misunderstandings on behalf of the US, PRC and Taiwan remained. In addition to the 

major reasons for conflict in 1954, the unique ancillary causes for the 1958 conflict are 

briefly outlined as followed: first, Mao Zedong’s Great Leap Forward was entering its 

most radical phase of collectivization. It proved to be a catastrophic disaster resulting in 
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the premature deaths of tens of millions of people. Second, relations between the Soviet 

Union and China were beginning to show signs of strain after the death of Stalin. Third, it 

seems that Mao sensed a fraying of ties between a reluctant US, eager to ease tensions in 

the region, and bellicosity of the ROC, intent on maintaining its claim of legitimate 

sovereignty over the mainland. 

 The Great Leap Forward was one of the primary factors fueling Mao’s decision to 

bombard the islands of Jinmen and Mazu in August 1958. This was the year that 

collectivization policies were at their most extreme. Families were ripped apart as private 

property was abolished and communes were established. Spouses were separated, 

children were taken from parents and homes were demolished for firewood for blast 

furnaces to produce steel for China’s military. Mao understood this would create 

enormous resentment among the peasants who constituted the majority of China’s 

population. A distraction by an enemy attack (i.e. that of the U.S.) was a way to justify 

“the heavy demands on the people to finance crash industrialization and military 

development” on a scale that involved nearly all of China’s colossal population.144 

 It was at this time that China’s relationship with the Soviet Union and Mao’s 

personal relationship with Soviet leadership in particular was taking a turn for the worst. 

Mao deeply distrusted Khrushchev and viewed the USSR’s actions with suspicion. What 

made matters worse was the fact that the Soviet Union was not privy to China’s plans to 

shell the offshore islands creating an awkward situation for Soviet leadership as they tried 
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in vain to convince the West of their ignorance of Mao’s intentions. Although Beijing 

communicated to Moscow they did not expect the Soviet Union to be involved in any 

conflict that may occur between the PRC and U.S., their 1950 alliance would make 

nonintervention a problem.145 The early signs of the coming Sino-Soviet split were 

already painfully obvious. 

 Finally, the PRC again miscalculated the U.S. response. Initially, the PRC believed 

that instead of bringing the two sides closer, bombing the islands would: 1) expose their 

vulnerability; 2) further the U.S. belief in the uselessness of ROC defense of the islands; 

3) create a rift between the government of Chiang Kai-shek and his U.S. military advisors 

over the continued tensions between the mainland and Taiwan. All of these predictions 

proved myopic and misplaced. The ROC kept roughly one-third of their forces on the 

islands making them extremely difficult to invade. The U.S. subsequently deployed its 

largest naval force since WWII equipped with nuclear capabilities. 

 The China-Taiwan Strait War of 1958 gives us insight into the unpredictability of the 

PRC during this internally chaotic time. Mao, sensitive to changes internationally and 

failures domestically, sought a palliative in the form of conflict. It bore similarities and 

differences from the first China-Taiwan War. It was different in the scope of its aims. 

The decision for war was made on a grand strategic level, rather than simply on military 

strategy. This is because it involved a range of factors that were social (failures of Great 

Leap), political (strains with Mao’s absolute power) and international (cooling relations 
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with Soviet Union). It bore similarities in China’s reluctance to directly engage the US 

and China’s selective bombing campaign. 

 Interpreting China’s decision to again use force against Taiwan is difficult to do from 

a relational theoretical standpoint. Qin is explicit that power stems from relations, not 

material capabilities. China was using material force to coerce the ROC into capitulating 

the offshore islands to the PRC. This, of course, weakened the PRC’s social capital in the 

region and only further alienated it from the Soviet Union. Equally insufficient, under 

Yan’s moral realism it is difficult to see how the use of force against Taiwan could be 

seen under the conditions of “morally correct annexation.” What is more, it seems unwise 

for the PRC to use force in a way when: a) in the communist bloc it was not in a 

hierarchical position to risk further escalation with the Soviet Union, and; b) as a 

non-nuclear state, its material power was in no way capable of challenging the US. It is 

difficult to see how, through moral realism, the PRC could justify their use of force. 

 Explaining the China-Taiwan Straight War of 1958 is better done through a realist 

lens, particularly an offensive realist one. China again calculated its power position 

vis-à-vis Taiwan. In both PRC/ROC conflicts, the PRC was in a process of expansion that 

sought to regain Qing Dynasty territory. While the PRC disapproved and the status quo, it 

used force without taking into account international, particularly America’s, response. It 

vastly misconstrued the US commitment and scale of their response by sending nuclear 

capable forces. The PRC was also reshuffling its foreign policy after the death of Stalin, 

the cooling of Sino-Soviet relations and a warming of US-Soviet relations. Within the 
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Communist bloc, Mao was eager to take the lead after the death of Stalin and a 

dissatisfied PRC may have wanted to offset the balance, making the power transition 

theory ostensibly applicable in this case. Mao characterized the Soviet Union as 

revisionist, thereby furthering the rift in the communist bloc. Mao explicitly put the PRC 

at the helm of the non-revisionist camp and saw himself as now paramount leader of 

international communism. While this was certainly crucial in the decision making process, 

it was not the sole motivating factor. There was also the aspect of international conflict as 

a way of alleviating, or at least diverting attention from, domestic crises (i.e. the Great 

Leap Forward). If this were the main driving force than a divisionary theory of war would 

also be applicable.  

   

Section 4.5: Sino-Indian War 1962 

In 1959, a mass uprising ignited in Lhasa spurred by rumors that the Chinese were 

going to kidnap the Dalai Lama. The CCP had taken the reins of control in Tibet in 1950. 

The uprising in Tibet was viewed from Beijing as an attempt by India to destabilize the 

region in order to exert its own influence/control. While unfounded, it nonetheless 

created a rift between India and China over their shared border that was further provoked 

by the construction of a Chinese road in Indian claimed territory. The unrest in 1959 

caused displacement and more fluid movement between India and Tibet forcing both 

sides to strengthen their position in the region. This led to skirmishes that left one Indian 
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soldier dead and exposed the stronger positioning of the PLA.146 

 Internal threats to Mao and his cult of personality were mounting as criticisms of the 

now agonizingly obvious failures of the Great Leap Forward were coming from the upper 

leadership. Leading these criticisms was Peng Dehuai (彭德懷), minister of national 

defense. Peng, who would be eventually purged in 1959, echoed sentiments about the 

radical and disastrous direction of PRC domestic policy. Mao still held firm the reins as 

paramount leader and was able to quell dissent against his person. Despite this, Mao was 

still wary of any opposition to his rule and kept a close eye on anything that remotely 

resembled a challenge to his authority. 

 Looming large over the burgeoning tensions with India and China was the 

increasingly dysfunctional and acrimonious relationship between China and the Soviet 

Union. As mentioned above, relations were already showing signs of strain even before 

Khrushchev’s first official visit to the PRC. By 1962, relations had cooled to a precarious 

degree as Soviet advisors, assistance and technology transfer were all brought to a 

cessation. However, the international system was under immense strain due to the Cuban 

Missile Crisis as America and the Soviet Union came the closest to a hot war the two 

sides had yet seen or were to experience in the years to come. This emboldened the PRC 

to use force against India, a country with which a now very much-distracted USSR had 

established close ties.  

 By 1962, the PLA was already a battle-ready force that had ample experience in the 

																																																								
146	 Garver,	China’s	Quest,	149-52.	

DOI:10.6814/NCCU201901209



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

90	

Himalayas since 1951. In addition, they also had combat experience from the Korean 

War and large caches of Soviet weaponry and technology at their disposal. In response to 

Chinese incursions into what were viewed as Indian territory, India adopted the “Forward 

Policy” that was aimed at establishing more permanent control in the contested areas 

bordering China.147 Beijing had maintained a reticent approach toward its claims to 

facilitate any future discussion with India and ventured no further than the Himalayan 

crest line. That gave the Indians the false impression that the area was unoccupied. After 

repeated warnings by the PRC to halt the advance of Indian claims, China decided to 

attack on October 6, 1962.148  

 The war lasted for one month and one day. Possessing both superior tactical 

experience and weaponry, the Chinese swept into Indian administrated areas quickly 

overwhelming any resistance. The front was divided into western and eastern halves 

where the PRC effectively “had full capacity to realize the boundary it claimed.”149 

Beijing, however, unilaterally withdrew its troops and retreated back to the original lines 

of control. The war seriously damaged Sino-Indian relations and resulted in a death toll 

that extended into the thousands.150 

 Certainly both China and India were skeptical of each other’s intentions. For Qin, 

																																																								
147	 Garver,	China’s	Quest,	176-77.	
148	 Ibid.	
149	 Larry	M.	Wortzel,	“Concentrating	Forces	and	Audacious	Action:	PLA	Lessons	from	the	Sino-Indian	War,”	In	
Laurie	Burkitt,	Andrew	Scobell	and	Larry	M.	Wortzel	(eds.),	The	Lessons	of	History:	The	Chinese	People’s	
Liberation	Army	at	75,	342.	
150	 According	to	PLA	archives,	the	war	resulted	in	4,897	deaths	or	injuries	on	the	Indian	side.	Indian	records	
show	1,368	Indian	deaths,	1,696	missing	and	3,989	captured	and	1,696	wounded.	The	number	of	those	killed	
and	wounded	on	the	Chinese	side	were	722	and	1,697	respectively.	Source:	Wortzel,	“Concentrating	Forces	and	
Audacious	Action,”	343.	
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relational governance requires a degree of trust that was absent from the Sino-Indian 

relationship. The relationship, while highly important, was one that experienced moderate 

levels of intimacy. As actors in relation, both states were pulling their relationship closer 

and closer to conflict. As Qin states, “an actor-in-relations is thus by definition an actor in 

processes, which may produce and reproduce her identities and define and redefine her 

roles.”151 If this were the case we should expect to observe substantial changes in the 

Sino-Indian relationship, particularly one of such high importance. 

 Yan’s version of realism may be slightly better at explaining why China chose to use 

for against India. The PRC was still in its infancy when it violently took control of Tibet 

in the 1950’s. By the early 1960’s, China was weary of any threats to its fragile rule in 

Tibet and was also keen on establishing it power in the region. China was effectively able 

to stamp out the Indian threat and nominally place itself on top of the regional hierarchy, 

although with limited ability to project its power. In addition, China unilaterally declared 

a ceasefire and began withdrawing its troops from India without pursing further 

incursions into Indian and returning to the original lines of control before the invasion.152 

Willing to retreat back to the original lines of demarcation, China may be viewed as 

applying Yan’s moral realism in this case. However, the evidence is weak because while 

China had achieved its goal of neutralizing Indian expansion and demonstrated its 

willingness to use force and the swift power of its army, it failed to improve Sino-Indian 
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relations.  

 Ultimately, China’s war with India is a classic example of defensive realism’s 

security dilemma. The security dilemma is a key component of the international system, 

according to defensive realism. There are three ways states seeking security can trigger 

reactionary alarms in other states. First, security-seeking measures can make adversaries 

feel insecure about their relative power. Second, states that seek self-help methods for 

security purposes can make the value an adversary places on expansion increase. Third, 

military build ups and alliances are all difficult to for adversaries to construe, making 

them particularly threatening for adversarial states.153 For China, Indian actions near the 

border regions before 1962 were viewed as a way to expel China from Tibet and create a 

buffer zone between China and India.154 China also perceived Indian actions, with tacit 

US support, as a way to balance Chinese power in the region by weakening its position in 

the region. This was combined with mistrust over India’s hosting of the Dalai Lama. 

From the Indian perspective, consolidation of Chinese power in Tibet, along with its 

ruthless suppression of dissent, PLA infrastructure projects and Chinese claims to India 

territory all led to suspicion and uncertainty of China’s intent. Both sides also sought to 

hedge one another through their respective foreign policy relationships, namely the 

Sino-Pakistani “all-weather friendship” and India’s partnership with Moscow.155 

																																																								
153	 Jeffery	W.	Taliaferro,	“Security	Seeking	under	Anarchy:	Defensive	Realism	Revisited,”	International	Security	
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Section 4.6: Sino-Vietnamese War 1979 

The relationship between China and Vietnam arguably has roots that date back at 

least to the Han Dynasty when the area that composes contemporary Vietnam (then the 

kingdom of Yue) was for the first time under nominal Chinese suzerainty. The 

relationship between the two regions fluctuated greatly over the centuries, ranging from 

one of close cooperation whereby Vietnam was a major participant in the tribute system, 

to one of outright conflict such as the early 15th century Ming invasion of Vietnam during 

the Yongle era. In the modern era, despite proximity, common Confucian heritage, shared 

historical experience vis-à-vis western imperialism, in addition to both states claiming to 

be “socialist”, the Sino-Vietnamese relationship today is one based on mutual distrust. 

This distrust has been recently exasperated by Chinese incursions and expansion into the 

South China Sea (see chapter 5). 

 One of the most damaging and extreme examples PRC’s war behavior is the 1979 

Chinese invasion of Vietnam. In the opening of his magnum opus Imagined Communities: 

Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism Benedict Anderson states, “These 

wars [between Cambodia, Vietnam and China] are of world-historical importance 

because they are the first to occur between regimes whose independence and 

revolutionary credentials are undeniable, and because none of the belligerents has made 

more than the most perfunctory attempts to justify the bloodshed in terms of a 
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recognizable Marxist theoretical perspective.”156 This brief war also gives insight into 

the strategic thinking of PRC leaders and how the theories of leading Chinese IR theorists 

may be tested. It is also the first example of modern Chinese use of force under the more 

pragmatic leadership of Deng Xiaoping who took power after the dismal and chaotic Mao 

years. 

 The conflict centered, in part, on the Vietnamese and Chinese relationship with 

Cambodia. In 1975, the Khmer Rouge entered the Cambodian capital Phnom Penh and 

established their nearly four-year rule as the Democratic Kampuchea. During this brief, 

but bloody time nearly a third of Cambodia’s population was exterminated in a brutal 

campaign to oust suspected rivals, collectivize agriculture and deurbanize the country.157 

During the Khmer Rouge period, China was the main sponsor and supporter of Cambodia 

and its leader Pol Pot. Despite the policies implemented during this time bearing striking 

resemblance to the all-encompassing and disastrous policies during the Great Leap 

Forward and the Cultural Revolution, China’s considerations were strategic rather than 

ideological. There are three major reasons why China supported Cambodia and inevitably 

invaded Vietnam as a result of the conflict between Vietnam and Cambodia. The first has 

to do with regional dominance and influence. China benefits from having “more and 

weaker rather than fewer and stronger countries on its southern border.”158 The second 

perhaps is more historical and based on tradition than the first. Cambodia or the region 
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that today comprised the borders of Cambodia, has long been a friendly ally and had 

sought protection from China during the Ming’s Yongle era resulting in the invasion of 

Vietnam as mentioned above.159 

 The third and most important reason was Vietnam’s increasingly close relationship 

with the Soviet Union. Relations between the PRC and the USSR came to a screeching 

halt with ascension of Gorbachev and the perceived and real revisionist policies that 

could potentially undermine the legitimacy of Mao Zedong. In addition, geopolitical 

disagreements led eventually to border clashes. The Sino-Soviet split pitted the two 

socialists giants against one another. By 1978, Vietnam was emboldened by the 1978 

Vietnam-Soviet military cooperation alliance. Against this backdrop, an alliance between 

Vietnam and The Soviet Union would be seen as essentially encircling China.160  

In a similar vein to the China-Taiwan Straight War of 1958, Deng Xiaoping initiated 

war with Vietnam to fulfill a grand strategic vision. From the evidence available, it was 

conducted to: stop Vietnamese expansion in Southeast Asia, serve the domestic purpose 

of both solidifying Deng’s position and preventing border pressures that could potentially 

stymy his “reform and opening up” (改革開放) and, finally, signify to the West that 

China would be a reliable ally against Soviet aggression and expansion.161 The war was 

immense and the greatest use of force the PRC has conducted. While exact figures are 

debated, China utilized nearly 500,000 troops for its 1979 invasion of Vietnam and 
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161	 Zhang	Xiaoming,	Deng	Xiaoping’s	Long	War.	(The	University	of	North	Carolina	Press	Chapel	Hill,	2015),	
Kindle	Edition,	Introduction.	

DOI:10.6814/NCCU201901209



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

96	

suffered perhaps over 26,000 casualties with another 37,000 wounded.162 Vietnamese 

figures are non-existent, but it is clear that figures ran high both in the number of persons 

wounded and killed. 

Taken from Qin’s relational theory of IR, China and Vietnam clearly share a deeply 

intimate and important relationship. It is a relationship that spans back millennia and 

shares many cultural characteristics. That being said, the Sino-Vietnamese war was costly 

in regards to loss of life and clearly incompatible with the social interaction and 

manipulation espoused by Qin. In addition, if relationality stems from state interaction, 

there exist very few states that have the range of relations that span such a vast time as 

China and Vietnam’s. China and Vietnam have a long and complicated history that was 

often truncated by antagonism. The PRC and Vietnam’s early cooperation during the 

First Indochina War and Second Indochina War waned and mutual suspicion and 

historical animosity drew them apart. Also, few states are as important to the PRC’s 

relational circle as Vietnam. Their shared history and depth of interaction should have 

made China’s invasion of Vietnam very unlikely according to Qin. 

Yan’s version of realism, slightly similar to the case of Sino-Indian War, offers some 

clues into China’s strategic thinking. There exists a pretense among the Chinese 

concerning its relationship with Vietnam. It is best summed up in Deng’s famous 

statement that China would “wage a war to teach Vietnam a lesson.”163 Throughout their 

																																																								
162	 Zhang,	Deng	Xiaoping’s	Long	War,	Chapter	5.	
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history, China has sought either to directly or indirectly control and influence Vietnam in 

a way that Vietnam has deprecatingly been referred to as China’s “little brother.”164 

Clearly the shared Sino-Vietnamese cultural-historical relationship remains a potent 

factor and led China to reassert its hierarchical position vis-à-vis Vietnam. Yan’s 

“neo-tributary” view of East Asian relations may provide some awareness of China’s use 

of force in order to reconstitute China’s position. But is this sufficient enough a lens to 

explain China’s decision to go to war? 

 The answer is probably not. From a realist perspective, the Sino-Vietnamese war can 

best be viewed as the result of a defensive realist security dilemma whereby the “actions 

that states take to increase their own security often induce a response by adversaries and 

result in a decrease in their security.”165 The Sino-Vietnamese relationship, while 

cooperative in the early stages of the Vietnamese war with America, soured as Vietnam’s 

view of China’s intentions was questioned. The historical depth and complexity of this 

suspicion is profound. Equally, China viewed Vietnam’s ever-deepening relationship 

with the USSR as a direct threat to its security by the encirclement of Soviet allies and a 

diminishing of influence in regional affairs. It was an attempt by China to balance the 

Soviet Union and prevent it from expanding its influence in China’s traditional sphere of 

influence. China’s recent rapprochement with the US gave China additional leeway to 

apply force. Offensive realism offers clues if we apply domestic variables i.e. Deng 
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Xiaoping’s “Reform and Opening Up” policy that demanded a relatively stable regional 

environment for the state to focus on internal policies without an immediate threat of 

conflict. 

 

Section 4.7: The Johnson South Reef Skirmish 1988 

 The South China Sea has been a contentious region in East/Southeast Asia affairs for 

several decades and arguably larger if one were to factor in 19th century colonial 

squabbling. While competing claims of sovereignty mark the area as one prone to conflict, 

no claim matches the expansiveness of the Chinese claim in the South China Sea and the 

concomitant ‘9-dash line’ that demarcates nearly the whole of the South China Sea as 

Chinese. The 9-dash line has a long and complicated history and how the South China 

Sea became viewed by China as integrally Chinese will be discussed in greater detail in 

the following chapter. While competing claimants often vociferously defend what is 

perceived as national territory the region has brought the PRC and Vietnam into direct 

conflict on several occasions. For the purposes of this paper, the 1987 Johnson South 

Reef Skirmish will be analyzed as a way to test CIRT with historical events. The Johnson 

South Reef Skirmish is, unlike the case studies above, a conflict and not a war due to its 

short duration that lacks the “sustained” element of this paper’s working definition of war. 

Nonetheless, it provides a valuable and testable platform from which to evaluate CIRT. 

 In early 1974, China had taken advantage of the burgeoning resumption of US-China 

relations in addition to the deteriorating situation in Vietnam to solidify China’s position 
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in the South China Sea vis-à-vis Vietnam and competing claims over the Paracel Islands 

(西沙). After China’s take over of the Paracels, a growing tension between China and 

Vietnam, including other SCS claimants, began to fester as both sides carefully calculated 

how to transform their claims into actual control of islands and reefs in the South China 

Sea.  

The Johnson Reef Skirmish also coincides with a much larger trend in the history of 

the PRC’s naval development. Initially, the Navy was not given much precedence in PRC 

defense strategy as the history of land invasions led leaders to the conclusion that 

strengthening and maintaining the PLA was more important than that of the PLAN. With 

the death of Mao Zedong and the ascension of Deng Xiaoping, focus shifted from the 

interior (where the major industrial production had been moved) to the coasts where 

market reforms would be most advantageous. Over the ensuing years of reform, China 

began sending survey-missions into the blue waters of the South China Sea while 

simultaneously bolstering naval capabilities. 

 Johnson Reef or, more specifically, Johnson South Reef lies a considerable distance 

from both the Vietnamese and Chinese coasts. Johnson South Reef is part of a larger 

collection of large, mostly submerged formations. In March 1988, a land-grabbing 

scramble began between China and Vietnam in the central Spratly Islands. On March 13th, 

1988, as China had been making advances in the area, Vietnam sent in three ships that 

were detected by the Chinese navy. The Vietnamese were able to occupy reefs to the 

north of Johnson South Reef, but on Johnson itself the hostilities that ensued left 64 
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Vietnamese soldiers dead.166 For many years both sides put conflicting accounts forward, 

until the 2009 release of a PLAN video provided more clarity into what actually 

happened. The video shows Vietnamese soldiers occupying the reef in about knee-deep 

water before being mowed down by Chinese machine gun fire. It was not a battle as 

much as it was “a turkey shoot.”167 

 The Johnson Reef Skirmish does not fit the COW definition of war. It is another 

example of post-Mao China’s willingness to use force to achieve its regional aspirations. 

Using Qin’s logic of relationality metaphor, the SCS certainly appears like a game of 

Weiqi. However, this is hardly how Qin’s relationality looks in theory. Of more 

significance is Qin’s epistemological foundation: the Zhongyong dialectic. For Qin, the 

Zhongyong dialectic presumes a non-Hegelian and non-Hobbesian, harmonious 

relationship between two poles that are “nonconflictual and complementary in nature.”168 

Here he suggests that while mainstream IRT posits conflict as unavoidable as states clash 

over values, norms and resources, the Zhongyong dialectic presumes a continual 

evolution toward harmony where conflict is a deviation from the state of nature.169 

Clearly the Zhongyong dialectic fails to historically interpret the Sino-Vietnamese 

relationship and hardly explains China’s use of force in the Spratly’s.  

 Yan’s moral realism and his focus on hierarchy certainly is better at explaining 
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China’s decision to use force, but still fails to hit the mark. Again, the problem lies with 

how to gauge the moral portion of his theoretical framework. Does military expansion in 

the SCS and the violent use of force contain morality? China’s overall relationship with 

Vietnam vis-à-vis the SCS seems to be one of zero-sum relative power strategic 

calculations in that when China controls one more feature in the SCS, Vietnam’s (or any 

other claimant) power is diminished. 

 Once again, realism equips us with the best lens from which to view China’s use of 

force. Offensive realism supplies the best explanation as to why China would choose to 

use force in this instance. China’s claims in the SCS have deep roots, but little actual 

historical control. It was equally uncertain of Vietnam’s intentions in the region. The 

PRC had already forcibly taken control of the Paracel Island group and gained its first 

foothold in the Spratly’s after the Johnson Reef Skirmish. By expanding into the 

Spratly’s, China effectively strengthened its position and has since been expanding 

military capabilities in the region. The Johnson Reef Skirmish provides a good segue into 

the next chapter’s analysis of the contemporaneous South China Sea dispute and, perhaps, 

foreshadows the extent to which China may be willing to use force to secure its position 

in the future.  

 

Section 4.8: Conclusion 

 What can these events above analyzed case studies tell us concerning the PRC’s 

willingness to use force? First, issues of sovereignty are taken very seriously by the PRC 
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and are the ostensible cause of four of the five case studies used in this research.170 

Considered one of the core areas of interest, the PRC’s sensitivity and readiness to use 

force to deter any perceived threat of what is considered territorial integrity has numerous 

sources. Second, China, as an idea, has existed for millennia in many shapes and forms. 

Today’s borders are mostly the territories acquired during Qing expansion that included 

many ethnicities and cultures outside of the Han/Confucian tradition. After the fall of the 

Qing, the Nationalist government made clear their intent to preserve the boundaries 

established by the Qing. The Communists retained this position and made it part of 

official doctrine. The heavy-handed approach toward thwarting any challenges to 

Beijing’s control of contested areas is seen as a way to deter dissent internally in 

politically vulnerable regions.  

 In addition, all of case studies in this chapter occurred during bipolarity in the 

international structure. China, while possessing nuclear weapons since 1962, nonetheless 

was caught between the two superpowers. Throughout the period in which five case 

studies occurred, the Sino-Soviet relationship gradually degraded and became inimical. 

China strategically improved relations with the US in order to thwart risks from the 

USSR, but was still careful in how it developed that relationship. China’s negotiation of 

these relationships also greatly influenced its determination on whether or not to use 

force. 

																																																								
170	 While	the	1979	Sino-Vietnamese	conflict	was	stated	by	the	PRC	to	stem	from	territorial	disputes,	most	
historians	see	this	merely	as	a	pretext	for	its	grand	strategic	considerations.	
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From the analysis above, it is clear that both Qin and Yan’s theories offer little 

guidance in understanding the PRC’s 20th century experience. There may be several 

factors for this. First and foremost, the PRC’s political, cultural, economic and social 

structures were upended during the calamities that befell it during the Mao years. The 

communist regime’s severing of its “feudal” past was truly revolutionary in the sense that 

it changed the fundamental nature of China. The capriciousness of Mao Zedong, his 

totalitarian control of the country and his extreme policies were perhaps an aberration of 

China’s normative behavior and CIRT may not be capable of explaining this deviation. 

That explanation, however, only accounts for three-fifths of the case studies presented in 

this chapter. The other two occur in a period of Chinese liberalization and a 

rapprochement with the West.  

 If, according to Qin, actors are “actors in relation,” the question remains: what kind 

of effect does conflict has their relationality? Qin’s theoretical equivocation concerning 

force leaves his theory in all the above surveyed case studies incapable of explaining the 

PRC’s use of force. In addition, if relations have a processual element, another question 

remains: why does the relationship of the PRC and the above-examined case studies 

remain generally hostile? The Sino-Taiwan relationship is one of growing assertiveness. 

China’s relationship with India is still recovering from a 2017 border incident with 

Bhutan. Sino-Vietnamese relations are tense over China’s contemporaneous actions in 

the South China Sea. Were this process able to redefine actors-in-relation, we should 

witness a change in relations, not persistent aggressive interactions. Perhaps China has 
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redefined its role, but it is certainly not one that is pushing these states toward greater 

cooperation. In regards to the Zhongyong dialectic, another question that Qin fails to 

address in his works is how long does or should deviational conflict last? This question is 

especially pertinent in assess the Sino-Vietnamese relationship. 

 Yan’s moral realism seems to have potential in understanding China’s use of force, 

but still leaves a very open and ambiguous question: what constitutes moral behavior? 

There is no real clear indication of how to measure “morality.” If it is similar to Nye’s 

soft power approach, it is difficult to assess that these conflicts were somehow improving 

China’s image and relationship with the states involved. Clearly the realist aspect is the 

most significant portion of Yan’s theory because in all the historical case studies in this 

work, realism constitutes the best method for understanding the PRC’s behavior. His 

emphasis on hierarchy, or what this paper has referred to as the “neo-tributary system” 

may also play a role in how analysts understand China and it grand strategic ambitions. If 

hierarchy is in the cards for China’s strategic ambitions, that may indicate China’s 

behavior and use of force is an attempt at challenging accepted norms. 

Table 4.8: Summary of Chapter Four’s Findings 

Conflict Relational Theory Moral Realism Author’s Analysis 

Korean War 

1950-53 

In part helps explain the 

important/intimate 

relationship between Korea 

and China and the 

important/un-intimate 

relationship between PRC 

and U.S. 

“Neo-tributary” hierarchical 

structure; leading by moral 

authority in the socialist 

camp; territorial integrity 

Offensive realist calculations; 

regional power positioning; 

uncertain of America’s intentions in 

the region. 

China-Taiwan Weak because of the Bombardment hardly Offensive realist calculations; 
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Offshore Island 

War 1954 (First 

Taiwan Strait 

Crisis) 

culturally bound conditions 

of relationality unless 

understood from a 

communist/Western bloc 

point of view. 

“moral;” “neo-tribuary” 

ambitions 

domestic expedience; hegemonic 

intentions 

China-Taiwan 

Offshore Island 

War 1958 (Second 

Taiwan Strait 

Crisis) 

Force, not relations at the 

heart of strategy 

Bombardment hardly 

“moral;” “neo-tribuary” 

ambitions 

Offensive realist calculations; 

fraying relations with Soviet Union; 

again domestically a political 

expedient; potential to use 

divisionary theory of war 

Sino-Indian War 

1962 

High degree of importance, 

moderate intimacy; actors 

in relation hardly explains 

the continuously poor 

relations of the two nations 

“neo-tribuary” ambitions; 

potential morality in China’s 

unilateral withdraw 

Defensive realist calculations; 

security dilemma 

Sino-Vietnamese 

War 1979 

Deeply important and 

intimate relationship, 

should be unlikely to 

engage in conflict 

“neo-tribuary” ambitions; 

massive loss of life immoral 

Defensive realist calculations; 

security dilemma 

Johnson South Reef 

Skirmish (conflict) 

1988 

Perpetual poor relations in 

Sino-Vietnamese relations 

incompatible with 

relationality 

“neo-tribuary” ambitions Offensive realist calculations; 

regional (SCS) hegemonic 

intentions 

 

 In the end, China’s calculations to use force were demonstrably stemming from 

realist assessments under dyadic strategic rivalries. For all six of the case studies 

examined in this chapter, realism proves to be the best lens through which to understand 

why China chose to use force. While in certain cases Qin and Yan’s theories provide 

clues into understanding China’s decision to use force, they are still partial and 

incomplete. All of the examined conflicts occurred under a systematic bipolarity where 

the US and Soviet Union competed in a cold war. Both of the conflicts with Taiwan were 

examples of offensive realist calculations and were also strategically used as diversionary 
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opportunities to shift attention away from serious domestic issues. The Sino-Indian War 

and China’s invasion of Vietnam were examples of a security dilemma situation. The 

Chinese use of force in the Johnson, like the two conflicts with Taiwan studied here, is an 

abject lesson of China’s offensive realist calculations in the SCS.  

 The following chapter (chapter 5) will attempt to assess whether or not CIRT can be 

effectively used to explain China’s contemporaneous behavior in the South China Sea. 

This is done for several reasons. First, the issues in the SCS are ongoing and offer a view 

into China’s present-day strategy. It also offers the chance to examine CIRT in a 

post-Cold War situation in addition to seeing whether leadership change (i.e. Mao, Deng 

or Xi) plays any part in strategic policy. Furthermore, as China has become an undeniable 

superpower in the 21st century, evaluating China’s behavior in the SCS can furnish a 

view of how China’s changing power position is influencing its behavior.  
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Chapter Five: Case Study Two: The South China Sea Disputes 

Section 5.1: Introduction 

Nowhere are China’s ambitions and the latent tensions in East and Southeast Asia 

more visible than in the South China Sea (SCS). The SCS occupies an area of 

approximately 3.68 million square kilometers and is one of the world’s most strategically 

important bodies of water for several reasons.171 According to the United Nations 

Conference on Trade and Development, in 2016 nearly one-third of global maritime 

shipping passes through its waters.172 China ties its economic and military security to the 

SCS. In 2016, “nearly 40 percent of China’s total trade” passed through the SCS.173 This 

makes uninhibited passage essential to China’s economy and equally makes China 

vulnerable to any disruptions of trade. The SCS boasts a number of small, yet 

strategically significant, physical features concentrated primarily in the areas commonly 

referred to as the Parcel Islands (西沙群島), Spratly Islands (南沙群島), Scarborough 

Shoal (民主島) and the Pratas Islands (東沙群島). However, many of the features are not 

islands, but rather a collection of reefs, shoals, islets and banks that, while teaming with 

marine life, are either partially or fully submerged features. In the SCS, one of the 

epicenters of contention is in the region of the Spratly Islands where overlapping 

occupation and sovereignty claims for an EEZ lie. China, Malaysia, The Philippines, 

Taiwan and Vietnam all physically occupy features in the region. In addition, Brunei 

																																																								
171	 Eugene	C.	LaFond,	“South	China	Sea,”	Encyclopaedia	Britannica	www.britannica.com/place/South-China-Sea	 	
172	 “How	Much	Trade	Transits	the	South	China	Sea?,”	China	Power	
chinapower.csis.org/much-trade-south-china-sea/	
173	 “How	Much	Trade	Transits	the	South	China	Sea?,”	
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claims an EEZ that extends into the area. 

 China’s territorial claims in the SCS are embodied in the inscrutable and succinct 

Nine-Dash-Line (NDL).174 The NDL demarcates almost the entirety of the SCS and is 

used as the pretext for China’s claims. Nevertheless, the NDL contains a host of 

contradictions. First, while the PRC adopted the usage of the line from the ROC in 1953 

and submitted it for the first time in 2009 to United Nations Commission on the Limits of 

the Continental Shelf, the coordinates of the line have never been explicitly defined.175 

Second, the historical claim of the area enclosed within the line is unsupported. The line 

itself is a modern construction that first appeared in 1936 in an effort boost national 

awareness as a means of thwarting continued imperial grabs at China.176 It is historically 

anachronistic to understand the line as delineating an area of the sea that would have 

traditionally been claimed as such in imperial times. 

 The SCS has been a flashpoint of tensions and near conflicts in recent years. China 

has embarked on land reclamation projects and island building. While other claimant 

nations have expanded the size of their claims through land reclamation, China has done 

so with a celerity and scale that is unmatched creating nearly 3,200 acres of new land. 

China’s strategy for island building is twofold. First, having possession of an island177 

																																																								
174	 See	Appendix	1.	
175	 Bill	Hayton,	The	South	China	Sea,	59,	250.	
176	 Bill	Hayton,	The	South	China	Sea,	56.	
177	 The	characteristics	of	what	constitutes	an	island	are	contained	in	article	121	of	UNCLOS:	1)	An	island	is	a	
naturally	formed	area	of	land,	surrounded	by	water,	which	is	above	water	at	high	tide.	2)	Except	as	provided	for	
in	paragraph	3,	the	territorial	sea,	the	contiguous	zone,	the	exclusive	economic	zone	and	the	continental	shelf	of	
an	island	are	determined	in	accordance	with	the	provisions	of	this	Convention	applicable	to	other	land	territory.	
3)	Rocks	which	cannot	sustain	human	habitation	or	economic	life	of	their	own	shall	have	no	exclusive	economic	
zone	or	continental	shelf.	
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provides China with an opportunity to vie for claims of an Exclusive Economic Zone 

(EEZ). Second and most alarming to security in the region is the militarization of the 

islands that gives China muscle in the region. In the Spratly Island group, China has 

erected structures designed to house surface-to-air missile (SAM) on three of its artificial 

islands in the SCS.178 

 Due to the simmering tensions in the SCS, its record as a hotbed for potential conflict 

and its incidences of aggression make it a quintessential contemporary case to validate or 

repudiate CIRT’s major arguments. While the situation in the SCS is continually 

evolving, there are solid ways in which to test how CIRT can or cannot be used as a lens 

for understanding China’s overall strategy. This chapter will analyze three major 

incidents in the SCS: the spy plane incident in April 2001, the Chinese interception of the 

USNS Impeccable in March 2009 and China’s island reclamation projects in the SCS. 

The first two are selected on account of China’s use of forceful measure against US 

freedom of navigation missions in the SCS. The land reclamation projects are a way to 

ascertain China’s strategy in these hotly contested waters where the potential for conflict 

is high.  

This chapter will proceed as follows: In the next section a background of the SCS 

disputes will be examined in order to understand the historical progression of China’s 

claims and the disputes between China and SCS littoral states and how Chinese actions 

																																																								
178	 “A	Look	at	China’s	SAM	Shelters	in	the	Spratlys,”	Asia	Maritime	Transparency	Initiative,	February	23,	2017,	
https://amti.csis.org/china-sam-shelters-spratlys/	 	
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economically and militarily drive the atmosphere of the region. Following this, an 

examination of CIRT’s validity in understanding the SCS and its corresponding disputes 

will be tested. The chapter will end with a conclusion summarizing the findings. 

 

Section 5.2: Background of the SCS Dispute and China’s Maritime Expansion 

 The disputes in the SCS have not only embroiled China into direct military 

conflict,179 but have also placed the PRC in a diplomatically precarious position that 

have left littoral states in the region wary. China’s recent actions in the South China Sea 

have led many to see a growing tendency for China to expand its regional influence and 

military capabilities within the East and South China Seas despite a multitude of 

sovereignty claims. In 2016 at the Hague Tribunal, the Permanent Court of Arbitration 

issued a refutation of China’s claims in the SCS. Although the Permanent Court of 

Arbitration has discredited the legality of Chinese claims within the SCS, questions of 

legitimacy still persist. China has largely ignored the rulings, questioning the jurisdiction 

and challenging the effectiveness of UNCLOS and international law. As a signatory 

member of the UNCLOS,180 China places itself in a precarious position in regards to its 

international status. Refusing to acknowledge the ruling at The Hague does not give 

China any greater credence on the international level and only serves to hinder 

cooperation in the future. China continues to defend its original maritime assertions over 

																																																								
179	 The	brief	1974	Sino-Vietnamese	conflict	over	the	Paracel	Islands	
180	 China	ratified	UNCLOS	in	1996.	 	
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the SCS through its historical rights claims, the NDL and the continued land reclamation 

projects and military expansion on maritime features within the SCS. It is important to 

note that Taiwan also rejected the courts ruling because of its conclusion that Itu Aba 

falls under that category of rocks and not an island.181 

Here it may be helpful to outline the results of the arbitration as a reference point to 

understand China’s pre- and post-arbitration position and strategy. In dealing with 

contestations in the SCS, China’s approach has almost consistently been one of bilateral 

dealings with individual states. This ensures that the efficacy of collective action against 

China is severely hindered. In the case of the 2016 arbitration, China stated it would not 

“accept nor participate in the arbitration unilaterally initiated by the Philippines,” 

essentially refusing to acknowledge the legitimacy of the tribunal and its ruling.182 This 

gave China the ability to officially defend its refusal to recognize the courts decision, but 

did not impede the court from proceeding. China has been vociferous in its attempts to 

validate its historic claims over the waters encompassed by the NDL. How can the 

historical right claims, the NDL and land reclamations fit within the context of China’s 

“peaceful rise”? The tone and rhetoric coming from many in the West seem to reaffirm a 

position of increasing weariness and uncertainty toward China. 183  The following 

																																																								
181	 Neyla	Zannia,	“Taiwan	Rejects	Ruling	on	South	China	Sea	with	Taiping	Islands	Defined	as	‘Rocks,’”	The	Online	
Citizen,	July	14,	2016,	
https://www.theonlinecitizen.com/2016/07/14/taiwan-rejects-ruling-on-south-china-sea-with-taiping-island-
defined-as-rocks/	
182	 Permanent	Court	of	Arbitration,	“The	South	China	Sea	Arbitration	(The	Republic	of	the	Philippines	v.	the	
People’s	Republic	of	China),”	The	Hague	(July	12,	2016),	1.	
183	 See	Johnston,	“How	Assertive	is	China’s	New	Assertiveness?”	32-45.	As mentioned in Chapter 2, Alastair Iain 
Johnston quantitatively measured the frequency within U.S. news articles, academic journals and books, as well as 
blogs that refer to China as “assertive.” However, one major exception within his work was the SCS dispute, where he 
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paragraphs will explore China’s policy in the SCS in two ways: economically and 

militarily. 

 Economically, China’s interests are growing and changing in new and dynamic ways. 

China surpassed Germany as the world’s leading exporter in 2009, making the vital trade 

roots of the SCS ever more important to the foundations of China’s economic might. This 

makes China’s maritime interests far broader than traditional concerns over sovereignty 

issues with Taiwan.184 It also means that proposed economic ventures such as the OBOR 

that strategically include maritime components equate to heightened importance attached 

to maritime sea routes. As mentioned above, a significant flow of traded goods pass 

through the SCS. In addition, China has deep security concerns about any potential 

disruptions to this trade flow in the region. An estimated 80% of China’s imported oil 

passes through the Strait of Malacca and into the SCS making it a crucial sea line of 

communication (SLOC).185 

  Another important economic factor is prospective oil and gas reserves that may be 

situated under the waters of the SCS. However, assessing potential gas and oil reserves is 

tricky because of the lack of survey coordination in the SCS and the zealous reprimand 

from claimant states, particularly China, when any attempts are made. The range between 

estimates is incredibly large and differs widely. In a rare attempt at collaboration, three 

rival claimants (China, the Philippines and Vietnam) signed the Joint Marine Seismic 

																																																																																																																																																																					
emphasized the growing assertiveness on China’s behalf.	
184	 Michael	Yahuda,	“China’s	New	Assertiveness,”	449.	
185	 Enrico	Fels	and	Truong-Mihn	Vu	eds.,	Power	Politics	in	Asia’s	Contested	Waters:	Territorial	Disputes	in	the	
South	China	Sea	(New	York:	Springer:	2016),	98.	
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Undertaking in 2005 in order to conduct joint research into petroleum resource prospects 

in the SCS. The deal quickly fell apart, however, due to the Philippine legislature’s strong 

opposition and criticism, the Philippines was forced to withdraw from the deal and it 

ultimately fell apart.186 A 2013 report published by the US Energy Information Agency 

“confirmed a total of 11 billion barrels of oil and 190 trillion cubic feet of gas in contrast 

to higher Chinese National Offshore Oil Company (CNOOC) estimates in the range of 

125 billion barrels of oil and 500 trillion cubic feet of natural gas.”187 With such 

differing appraisals, it is difficult to assess the importance potential resources have on 

China’s strategy. However, as more reliable information becomes available the impact oil 

and gas reserves have on China’s ambitions in the SCS will become clearer. As for now, 

decreasing oil prices are making any deep-water explorations and drilling far too costly. 

Militarily, China is by far the most active claimant of the SCS states. China’s 

changing international status has concomitantly brought it in contact with new and 

evolving conflicts. China has also been expanding its maritime power. During the first 30 

years of its existence, the PRC did not put much emphasis on building up a strong navy. 

The reasoning behind this was an inherent belief that any war China would face would 

mirror the guerilla tactics employed during the Sino-Japanese war, with the navy playing 

only a secondary war in disrupting enemy fleets. However, after the ascension of Deng 

Xiaoping China’s interest began to change and much effort has gone into building up a 

																																																								
186	 Christopher	D.	Yung	and	Patrick	McNulty,	“An	Empirical	Analysis	of	Claimant	Tactics	in	the	South	China	Sea,”	
Institute	for	National	Strategic	Studies	No.	289	(August	2015),	4-5.	
187	 Katherine	Morton,	“China’s	Ambition	in	the	South	China	Sea:	Is	a	Legitimate	Maritime	Order	Possible?”	
International	Affairs	92:	4	(2016),	915.	
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blue water navy.188  

Since then, China is now in possession of a formidable fleet and has just sent out its 

aircraft carrier the Liaoning on its first blue water mission breaching the first island chain, 

reaching the waters of the SCS and returning through the Taiwan Straight raising 

antagonism between China and Taiwan.189 China possesses a growing array of ships and 

weaponry designed to disrupt, block or potentially destroy any challenge to Chinese 

claims. Its modernization project has introduced an array of weapons such as anti-ship 

ballistic missiles, surface-to-air missiles and land-attack cruise missiles. In addition, 

China’s fleet of submarines is growing, as is its construction of aircraft carriers.190 As 

China has continued to enhance its naval capabilities, it has also changed its policy of 

Near-seas Active Defense (近海積極防禦) to a more ambitious Far-seas Defense (遠海

防禦) that seeks to extend the PLAN’s reach into the second island chain.191 Although 

this has raised no meager amount of concern in many different regions, China’s naval 

development has also fostered cooperation. For example, China has been combating 

piracy within the Gulf of Aden since 2008 and has been working in coordination with 

neighbors in dealing with non-traditional security threats.192  

Diplomatically, the rows in the SCS have done little to improve the image of the 

																																																								
188	 Bill	Hayton,	The	South	China	Sea,	79.	
189	 Camila	Domonoske,	“China	Sends	Aircraft	Carrier	into	Taiwan	Straight,	A	Provocative	Move,”	NPR	January	11,	
2017,	Accessed	January	14,	2017,	
http://www.npr.org/sections/thetwo-way/2017/01/11/509279132/china-sends-aircraft-carrier-into-taiwan-
strait-a-provocative-move.	
190	 Enrico	Fels	and	Truong-Mihn	Vu	eds.,	Power	Politics	in	Asia’s	Contested	Waters,	125-26.	
191	 Ibid.	
192	 Michael	Yahuda,	“China’s	New	Assertiveness	in	the	South	China	Sea,”	Journal	of	Contemporary	China	Vol.	22,	
No.	81	(2013),	449.	
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Chinese internationally. International law and much of the literature point to the illegality 

of China’s sweeping claims in the SCS and challenge the appositeness of the NDL. One 

prominent and oft-cited article “The NDL in the South China Sea” by Zhiguo Gao and 

Bing Bing Jia193 reinforce China’s claims. Their article justifies China’s claims and is 

relevant in the literature because it has been cited over 160 times194 making it a widely 

circulated resource in defense of China’s claims. Gao and Jia buttress the historical 

claims of the SCS by China by iterating that Chinese have been fishing the waters of the 

SCS from “time immemorial” and that the appellation Nanhai (南海) has been used in 

early texts such as the Shijing (詩經) and has been the name given to the SCS by later 

texts ever since.195 The authors are clear in their assessment that the territory within the 

NDL has “become synonymous with a claim of sovereignty over the island groups that 

always belonged to China….”196 While the article makes some very sweeping and 

inconsistent remarks such as Vietnam’s tributary status being a factor in debunking 

Vietnamese claims over the Paracels, it does attempt to make a coherent legal 

justification for the historical claims China has over the SCS.197 

 With increased economic importance of the SCS in terms of trade and resource 

security for China, increasing the chances of conflict would only serve to injure the 

Chinese economy and, thus, the central government politically. Many have China’s 

																																																								
193	 Zhiguo	Gao	is	Senior	Research	Fellow	and	Executive	Director	of	the	China	Institute	of	Marine	Affairs.	Bing	
Bing	Jia	is	a	professor	of	international	law	at	Tsinghua	University.	
194	 According	to	Google	Scholar	163	times	as	of	July	2018.	
195	 Zhiguo	Gao	and	Bing	Bing	Jia,	“The	Nine-Dash	Line	in	the	South	China	Sea:	History,	Status,	and	Implications,”	
The	American	Journal	of	International	Law	Vol.	107,	No.	98	(2013),	100.	
196	 Gao	and	Jia,	“The	Nine-Dash	Line	in	the	South	China	Sea,”	108.	
197	 Gao	and	Jia,	“The	Nine-Dash	Line	in	the	South	China	Sea,”	113.	
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actions of increased militarization as an act of securing these routes while also defending 

the potential oil and gas reserves in the areas demarcated by the NDL. The interpretation 

of these economic developments has more often than not been polarized into a neo-realist 

and liberal argument. The former argument views China’s establishment and promotion 

of these economic initiatives as attempts at building hegemony within the region. The 

U.S. response and the “pivot toward Asia” under the Obama administration are also seen 

as zero-sum competition. On the one hand, China views the area encompassed by the 

NDL as an integral part of its territory. On the other, the US maintains freedom of 

navigation as fundamental to maritime legality. While both arguments tend to 

oversimplify the matter, there does seem to be a silver lining within these economic 

developments and competition need not be solely viewed as zero-sum.198 This is 

especially true in regards to the SCS. With greater economic cooperation and more 

responsibility on China’s behalf, these economic agreements may have the power to 

influence foreign policy and give more priority toward cooperation in resolving issues of 

sovereignty in the SCS. 

 

Section 5.3: The South China Sea and CIRT 

 While the events in the South China Sea are contemporaneous and ongoing, it 

nonetheless offers a view of how CIRT could be potentially tested. With its focus on 

																																																								
198	 Mie	Oba,	“TPP,	RCEP,	AND	FTAAP:	Multilayered	Regional	Economic	Integration	and	International	Relations,”	
Asia	Pacific	Review	Vol.	23,	No.	1	(2016),	100-102.	
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relations and relationship management, this section will outline the applicability of both 

Qin and Yan’s proposed theories and how China’s overall strategy in the SCS can be 

utilized to understand the developments in the SCS. This section will begin by outlining 

the two attempts by China to thwart US freedom of navigation operations followed by 

assessments of both Qin and Yan. Next, it will investigate China’s land reclamation 

projects in the SCS as a means of testing CIRT. While slightly unconventional, it is the 

view of the author that testing the validity of CIRT in the face of an ongoing issue 

nonetheless offers vital clues into how effective CIRT is in explaining China’s behavior. 

 In April 2001, a U.S. Navy EP-3 surveillance plane was intercepted by Chinese 

jetfighters approximately 70 miles south of Hainan Island (海南島). The U.S. conducted 

nearly 200 of these reconnaissance missions a year, and surveillance by Chinese PLAAF 

was nothing new. On this occasion, after dangerously aggressive maneuvers by Chinese 

fighter pilots and a mid-air collision, the U.S. spy plane was forced to make an 

emergency landing on Hainan Island.199 The crash and subsequent landing was one of 

the most sensitive diplomatic rows to occur in Sino-U.S. relations since the 1999 

embassy bombing two years prior. While China claims innocence, the question that arises 

is whether or not these confrontational maneuvers were indeed intentional or aberrational.  

Tensions again flared in the SCS again in March 2009 when the USNS Impeccable 

was operating in the SCS approximately 75 miles from the Chinese coastline. On the 8th 

																																																								
199	 Kim	Zetter,	“Burn	after	Reading:	Snowden	Documents	Reveal	Scope	of	Secrets	Exposed	to	China	in	2001	Spy	
Plane	Incident,”	The	Intercept	
https://theintercept.com/2017/04/10/snowden-documents-reveal-scope-of-secrets-exposed-to-china-in-2001
-spy-plane-incident/	 	
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of March, after several days of harassment, Chinese vessels began making dangerously 

close maneuvers and prohibiting the movement of the Impeccable and attempting to snag 

its surveillance equipment. Arguments were made to justify both sides’ actions. The U.S. 

maintained it was operating legally in accordance with UNCLOS in international waters. 

China, on the other hand, stated that because the Impeccable is a U.S. military vessel and 

was carrying out military surveillance it was not acting within accordance to international 

law and custom.200 

 These two cases demonstrate China’s willingness to use aggressive measures against 

what it sees as infringement on its territory. Understood through the lens of Qin Yaqing, 

if actors are actors in relation these events underscore the process of shaping Sino-U.S. 

relations toward increasing bellicosity. The SCS is a sensitive region for both countries 

due to their respective positions regarding both territorial integrity and maritime law. 

Also, in these cases the Chinese strategy is one where relational power stems from 

material capabilities (i.e. Chinese aircraft and ships used to thwart or prevent U.S. 

navigation in the region). While Qin is particularly elusive on when a country should or 

should not use force, he is clear that force is a deviation from normal interactions 

between states.  

 For Yan Xuetong, these events are best understood through his realist take on IR. 

																																																								
200	 Ji	Guoxing,	“The	Legality	of	the	‘Impeccable	Incident,’”	China	Security	Vol.	5,	No.	2	(Spring	2009),	19.;	This	
argument	is	made	through	interpretation	of	Article	301	of	UNCLOS:	“In	exercising	their	rights	and	performing	
their	duties	under	this	Convention,	States	Parties	shall	refrain	from	any	threat	or	use	of	force	against	the	
territorial	integrity	or	political	independence	of	any	State,	or	in	any	other	manner	inconsistent	with	the	
principles	of	international	law	embodied	in	the	Charter	of	the	United	Nations.”	
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Yan views hard power as one of the key components of state stability and existence. Also, 

in his view, the norms that govern Chinese strategic thinking are managed by a hierarchal 

maintenance where China must be on top. Challenging the U.S. military in the region is a 

show of force used to assert Chinese territorial claims thereby reestablishing a 

hierarchical order in the region. There is also a minimal loss of political or moral 

authority in the process because in both cases, China maintained both a breach of national 

sovereignty and maintained the U.S. was the aggressor. While the basis for China’s 

arguments are dubious, there still exists a way for China to diplomatically negotiate their 

account of the events internationally to evade blame. In this way, China can, at least 

tendentiously, venture to maintain the moral high ground, giving Yan’s moral realism 

some credence as a lens to be used in this case. 

 Since 2014, China has undertaken ambitious land reclamation and island building 

projects in the SCS. These projects are a strategy of militarizing the region and expanding 

China’s presence. On Subi Reef in particular, located in the Spratly formation group, 

China has nearly 400 buildings that include radar systems and runways that can 

accommodate nuclear capable bombers.201 According to a Pentagon report, China has 

reclaimed over 3200 acres of land in the Spratly formation group by dredging the sea 

floor and heaping sand on previously submerged features.202 China’s actions have caused 

																																																								
201	 Tara	Francis	Chan,	“China	Is	Not	Even	Pretending	Anymore	in	the	South	China	Sea	–	It	Put	400	Buildings	on	
One	of	the	Disputed	Islands,”	Business	Insider,	May	24,	2018,	
https://businessinsider.com/china-400-buildings-subi-reef-south-china-sea-2018-5	 	
202	 “China	Has	Reclaimed	3,200	Acres	in	the	South	China	Sea,	Say	Pentagon,”	The	Guardian,	May	13,	2016,	
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/may/13/pentagon-report-china-reclaimed-3200-acres-south-chin
a-sea	 	
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a diplomatic stir in the region and despite calls to halt its efforts China has nonetheless 

continued to consolidate its foothold. The island building and land reclamation are deeply 

destabilizing and a direct challenge to the freedom of navigation as stipulated in 

UNCLOS. 

According to Qin’s relational theory of International Relations, the more friends a 

state has, the more powerful that state will feel and the depth of those relationship gives 

states a more heightened sense of security. Seen from this light, Qin’s relational theory 

may, in part, explain why China prefers bilateral over multilateral negotiations as a way 

of expanding its more intimate relations as opposed to one multilateral organization i.e. 

ASEAN. However, it could be equally viewed through a realist lens as a ploy by China to 

prevent collective action of smaller states against an aspiring hegemon. While China has 

eschewed formal alliances, it does have a hierarchy of partnerships that define its 

relations with other states. In the Spratly Islands, were sovereignty claims intersect, two 

of China’s major strategic partners also have stakes in the region. Malaysia, which holds 

a high position on China’s relational totem pole with the title of “Comprehensive 

strategic partnership” a relationship title that it share with entities like European Union 

and Vietnam one of China’s “Comprehensive strategic partnership of cooperation.203 

In addition to China’s relations with its neighbors, the adherence to international law 

and norms seems to fit slightly better into Qin’s conception of relational governance. This 

																																																								
203	 Global	Times,	“China’s	58	Partners	around	The	World,”	July	29,	2014.	
www.globaltimes.cn/content/873141.shtml	 	
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is clearly demonstrated in the 2016 Hague Arbitration. While China is a signatory 

member of the UNCLOS treaty, it opted to ignore the court’s ruling. According to Qin, 

rules based governance suffers from three shortcomings: first, it is individualistic; second, 

it is rationalistic, and; third, rules based governance embraces distrust among actors. He 

states, “because actors are egoists and, therefore, are not trustworthy, they make and trust 

rules instead of trusting one another.”204 However, a regional hierarchical system such as 

the tribute system would require a high degree of trust and not aggressiveness. While 

territorial integrity is essential to Qin’s relational theory, the ambiguity of claims and 

control make China’s assertion over these areas all the more ambiguous. The fact that 

China is a signatory of the UNCLOS treaty adds to the mistrust and apprehension among 

SCS littoral states that is particularly damaging to China’s social capital. 

Viewed from the lens of Yan’s moral realism, China should pursue a more 

aggressive foreign policy. Yan bluntly stated in a 2016 New York Times interview that: 

 

“It’s only the Philippines and Vietnam that have major disputes with China in the South China Sea, and 

they’re just two of China’s more than 30 neighbors. Singapore and Thailand, two longtime allies of the 

United States in the region, have become much closer to China in recent years. China’s South China Sea 

policy is only intended to safeguard its own interests, so I don’t think it’s overly assertive, but rather that 

previous policies were not forceful enough. The South China Sea dispute is just an obstacle on China’s path 

to greater power, which the United States has been unwilling to accept. It is a result, rather than the cause, 

of the rivalry between China and the United States.”205 

 

As evident from the above quote, Yan believes China has been too soft in its approach 

																																																								
204	 Qin,	“A	Relational	Theory	of	World	Politics,”	11.	
205	 Huang,	““Q.	and	A.:	Yan	Xuetong	Urges	China	to	Adopt	a	More	Assertive	Foreign	Policy.”	
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toward the SCS. In the quote, he is also vague in what China’s “greater power” may or 

should look like. This may mean a hierarchical order in East Asia with China on top. This 

may mean rewriting the international norms of East Asia in the process. For Yan, through 

his assessment of Xunzi, sees norms as a way of preventing interstate conflict. However, 

the norms that have been established under UNCLOS are being deliberately disregarded 

and ignored by China. 

Ultimately for Yan through his assessment of Xunzi, the major question is what kind 

of power does China want to become. According to Xunzi, a state may become a humane, 

hegemonic or tyrannical power depending on their moral standing. Yan states, “The goal 

of our [China’s] strategy must be not only to reduce the power gap with the United States 

but also to provide a better model for society than that given by the United States.”206 

China’s current strategy in the SCS demonstrates a non-adherence to international law 

and norm and a direct challenge to the U.S. What this indicates is that, if we are to 

understand China’s strategy within the framework of Yan’s moral realism, China is at 

best an aspiring hegemon.   

 

Section 5.4: Conclusion 

 This chapter’s aim was to use the SCS as a way to test CIRT’s application to real 

world events. While the shortcomings of a more comprehensive analysis are dampened 

by both the nascence and vagueness of CIRT, this research can offer a glimpse into what 

																																																								
206	 Yan,	Ancient	Chinese	Thought,	Modern	Chinese	Power,	99.	
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direction CIRT will take. The examples used in the writings of both Yan and Qin are 

imprecise as mentioned in chapter 3.  

In the case of Qin Yaqing, it is difficult to give grounds to China’s policy in the SCS 

through the lens of relational theory, but there are some examples of compatibility. For 

example, Qin’s dismissal of law-based governance as the best way to maintain peace in 

preference for hierarchical relational governance is one of the major ways China’s policy 

is justified in CIRT. China’s increasing militarization of the features it has claimed and 

reclaimed fits in more neatly with Yan’s realist-like lens of IR. It also is compatible with 

Yan’s study of Xunzi and international harmony stemming from hierarchy and for China 

to be desirous of reestablishing an East Asian hierarchy. Nevertheless, Yan also 

emphatically proclaims that large states bear a heavier burden and must be “subject to 

more stringent international norms.”207 With this in mind, it is questionable whether 

China can augment its political/moral authority through increasingly bellicose measures 

in the SCS.  

Overall, this analysis demonstrates two important suppositions concerning CIRT. 

First is its inability to be used as a tool to explain and understand China’s 

contemporaneous actions. While both Qin and Yan expound what kind of power a rising 

China should become, their developing theories fail to pragmatically express the reality 

of IR in East Asia. Qin’s relational theory of states relating toward harmony and Yan’s 

conception of moral realism, while espousing very hopeful and righteous thinking, 

																																																								
207	 Yan,	Ancient	Chinese	Thought,	Modern	Chinese	Power,	105.	
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amount to little more than wishful thinking. 

Second, is that China’s actions in the SCS are better viewed and understood through 

the lens of offensive realism. The evolution of Chinese behavior and expansion in the 

SCS indicate that China’s strategic calculations can be understood in an offensive realist 

context. China has now reached great power status and the events leading up to its land 

reclamation projects and its forceful rhetoric asserting its claim in the SCS point to China 

has taken a more militaristic stance in the SCS and is one that is based on material 

capabilities. There is also strong evidence that China’s rise economically has made it 

more assertive, especially in the realm of territorial claims.208 It is also for these reasons 

that none of the liberalisms can sufficiently interpret China’s behavior, especially since 

its actions call into question international norms. 

This chapter also contributes to our understanding of the trajectory of policy making 

in the PRC. The policies of Deng, Jiang and Hu differ greatly from Xi Jinping’s. 

Ostensibly, there appears an inverse relationship between the shrinking gap of China’s 

relative power vis-à-vis the U.S. and its increasingly assertive behavior in the SCS. In 

addition, Chinese ambitious measures to modernize their army and the amount of money 

they spend on military budget in relation to GDP, make relative power calculations very 

much a variable in Chinese strategy. 

 

																																																								
208Sung	Chul	Jung	and	Kihyun	Lee,	“Offensive	Realists	Are	Not	Wrong:	China’s	Growth	and	Aggression,	
1976-2001,”	Pacific	Focus	Vol.	32,	No.	1	(April	2017),	104.	
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Chapter VI: Conclusion 

Section 6.1: Overview 

This work was an attempt at analyzing the growing trend in China toward theoretical 

construction in the field of IR. A sincere effort was made at critically analyzing CIRT and 

its relevance to the field of IR as a whole. While the present work possesses vast 

shortcomings, it is hoped that it may still contribute to the existing literature in multiple 

ways. First, by closely surveying and evaluating the works of Qin Yaqing and Yan 

Xuetong their ideas can be better critiqued from different points of view. A holistic 

approach of analysis presents opportunities to understand them in a different way. Next, 

the case studies used in this paper, particularly the historical ones, offer a chance for 

scholars like Qin and Yan to test their theories. This is one of the first works to attempt 

this. Both scholars, in varying degrees, view China as exceptional and the uses of force 

stem from uniquely Chinese considerations. Putting their ideas and concepts to the 

scrutiny of both historical and contemporary testing presents the opportunity to 

understand the usefulness of their theories and the direction of IR academics in China. 

Finally, while many of the works of Chinese IR thinkers are either translated or written in 

English, this work can provide a comprehensive analysis to a wider audience. 

 This work also possesses a myriad of limitation. From the testing done in this work, 

it is unmistakable that CIRT has yet to become a viable theory. In all cases realism, 

particularly offensive and defensive realism, was better at evaluating China’s use of force 

both in its historical and contemporaneous applications. Liberalisms’ effectiveness in 
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construing China’s use of force is limited for several reasons. First, in all of the historical 

case studies, the international system was bipolar and, while China early on was part 

greater geopolitical alliance with the USSR, after the Sino-Soviet split it remained aloof 

from international institutions and engagement. Second, in the contemporaneous case of 

China’s behavior in the SCS China is clearly challenging long established international 

norms under territorial integrity pretexts. For these reasons, liberalism was largely absent 

from the analysis conducted in this work. 

The ideas and concepts contained in all the thinkers examined embody elements of 

Chinese exceptionalism and Confucian peace. Wang Yuan-kang has already discredited 

the notion of a Confucian peace by examining Ming Dynasty behavior. It is, therefore, 

untenable to assume China’s rise will inherently be peaceful due to its Confucian past. 

China’s exceptionalism (and national or historic exceptionalism in general) and ideas of 

Confucian peace may look good on paper, they are potentially dangerous because their 

distortions prevent clear and sober analyses of China’s behavior. The applicability of 

these concepts as viable and legitimate ways of understanding modern IR is questionable. 

The question that emerges from much of this discussion is what value does CIRT add to 

IRT in general and our understanding of China in particular? 

 While Qin has attempted to answer the call put for by Acharya and Buzan in 2007, 

Qin’s theory lack cohesiveness and clarity. While he continually refers to Chinese 

thinking in the realm of relations as ripples in a lake, there is no clear indication what 

happens to those ripples when states engage in major conflicts. Do the ripples become 
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unbridled waves? For all of his harkening to the past that makes for decent socio-political 

history, his attempt to utilize ancient Chinese concepts and ideas insufficiently explains 

the present. In the end, Qin provides but a set of ideas with little applicability and leaves 

social scientists with more questions than answers. 

Yan Xuetong’s employment of Xunzi’s political philosophy, while echoing a realist 

approach to IRT, oversimplifies events such as Beijing’s acquisition of a seat in the UN’s 

Security Council by attributing it to “Xunzi’s theory that political power is more 

important than economic power in global diplomatic affairs.”209 There are numerous 

examples in Yan’s works covered here that use indeterminate case studies to bolster 

arguments, making his theory sweeping to the point that preciseness becomes impractical. 

There is also the cherry picking of concepts used ahistorically as mechanism for 

promoting China’s exceptional past. 

 One area of significant research this work did not touch upon is China’s soft power. 

Soft power presents unique challenges in testing methodology due to its more ephemeral 

nature. Both Qin and Yan view soft power as one of the more important components of 

overall power. Their research prioritizes relations between states and how states interact. 

Yan, for his part, refers to political power, or the degree to which a state behaves morally, 

as “the basis for hard power growth.”210 For Qin, actors in relation are driven by the 

Zhongyong dialectic in which states are inclusive, complementary and harmonious. The 

																																																								
209	 Yan,	“Xunzi’s	Thoughts	on	International	Politics,”	145.	
210	 Yan,	“Xunzi’s	Thoughts	on	International	Politics,”	142.	
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Zhongyong requires states to have strong soft power in order to strengthen their relational 

circles. In the end, of them focus on relations from a hierarchical perspective; that is, a 

powerful state e.g. contemporaneous China resting atop a gradation of lesser states. This 

hierarchical structure, which, of course, harkens back to the tributary system in imperial 

China, is quite antithetical to modern conceptions of sovereignty and may be used to 

legitimize, at least domestically, China’s actions in the SCS. 

 In addition to the absence of soft power considerations, the author was unable to 

conduct interviews with any of the thinkers surveyed in the paper. Attempts were made 

via email, but with limited responses. Academics pursing this area of research in the 

future should make try and make use of interviews in order to flush out some of the 

unnecessary information. This would have been especially useful in gaining first hand 

information to better clarify a states use of force.  
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