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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The post—Cold War international system has been profoundly shaped
by China’s remarkable rise and its integration into global order.
Although this transformation has been extensively examined through
the lens of Western international relations (IR) theories, these
frameworks often fail to fully capture China’s civilizational
perspective and normative approach to global affairs. Rooted in
European historical and geopolitical experiences, mainstream IR
theories tend to overlook the distinctive historical, philosophical, and
cultural foundations of non-Western societies. As a civilizational
state, China engages with the international system from a
fundamentally different ontological and ethical standpoint. Following
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the post-Mao transition, particularly after the 14th National Congress
of the Chinese Communist Party in 1992, Chinese scholars
increasingly sought to develop indigenous IR theories that integrate
traditional Chinese philosophical traditions, especially Confucianism,
with critical and post-Western theoretical approaches.

In this respect, the current study aimed to examine how Chinese IR
theories—distinct from the dominant Western traditions of realism
and liberalism—interpret China’s rise not as a threat to the existing
international order but as a morally legitimate and harmonious
process. The central research question is: How do Chinese IR theories
conceptualize and legitimize China’s rise as a great power? Relying
on primary sources and Chinese intellectual traditions, the analysis
sought to provide a deeper, more context-sensitive understanding of
how Chinese scholars conceptualize and legitimize their country’s
evolving role in global affairs. The study is based on the hypothesis
that Chinese IR theorists emphasize harmony, moral authority, and
peaceful development, drawing on Confucian principles and the
concept of Tianxia (all under heaven). In doing so, they offer an
alternative normative framework that challenges the power-centric
assumptions of dominant Western IR paradigms.

Literature Review

Scholarly interpretations of China's rise generally fall into three broad
theoretical perspectives. From a realist perspective, John Mearsheimer
argues in The Tragedy of Great Power Politics (2001) that China’s
growing power is likely to provoke instability hegemonic rivalry. By
contrast, G. John Ikenberry, as a liberal theorist, contends in Liberal
Leviathan: The Origins, Crisis, and Transformation of the American
World Order (2011) that economic interdependence can mitigate
conflict and promote cooperation. However, Chinese IR theorists
advance a culturally grounded and non-adversarial framework for
understanding international relations. In “Relationality and Processual
Construction: Bringing Chinese Ideas Into International Relations
Theory,” Yaqing (2009) develops a relational theory that emphasizes
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processes, relationships, and harmony rather than fixed interests and
zero-sum competition. Similarly, Zhao Tingyang, in The Tianxia
System: An Introduction to the Philosophy of World Institution (2011),
revitalized the ancient Chinese concept of Tianxia, envisioning a
world order founded on moral authority and inclusive governance.
These perspectives closely align with postcolonial critiques of
epistemic hegemony in IR theory, advocating a more pluralistic
theoretical landscape that recognizes civilizational diversity and
alternative sources of international legitimacy.

Materials and Methods

This research employed an explanatory—analytical methodology
focused on the theoretical framework of the Tianxia system. The study
examined key texts produced by leading Chinese IR scholars and
institutions to examine how China’s rise is conceptualized within
indigenous theoretical frameworks. Through comparative analysis, it
contrasted Chinese IR thought with mainstream Western paradigms to
evaluate their underlying assumptions and strategic implications.

Results and Discussion

Tianxia (meaning all under heaven) is one of the foundational
concepts of Chinese political thought. The concept encompasses three
interconnected dimensions: (1) Tianxia as a territorial entity, referring
to the entire world; (2) Tianxia as a normative ideal based on the
common choice; and (3) Tianxia as a global institution. Within this
framework, governance is based on moral attraction rather than
military deterrence. Instead of relying on military power, dominance,
and superiority, the Tianxia system prioritizes cooperation and mutual
benefit as the foundations of international order. Consequently,
member states emphasize collective security, a shared political order,
and the protection of common interests. Chinese IR theories portray
China’s rise not as a revisionist or destabilizing force, but as a
historically and morally grounded phenomenon. Chinese scholars
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interpret their country’s growing power as a restoration of its rightful
place in the global hierarchy rather than a challenge to the existing
international order. Concepts such as harmonious development,
benevolent hegemony, and Tianxia are central to this narrative.
These theories emphasize the importance of soft power, cultural
diplomacy, and participation in multilateral institutions as key
mechanisms for fostering a peaceful and stable international
environment. Rather than prioritizing dominance or confrontation,
Chinese IR theorists highlight moral legitimacy, ethical statecraft, and
a commitment to global harmony. They also underscore China’s
aspiration to reshape global norms through constructive engagement
rather than coercion or violent disruption. Collectively, these
perspectives stand in sharp contrast to the threat-oriented
interpretations that characterize much of Western realist discourse.
The discourse on China’s rise has been largely dominated by Western
IR theories, which frame power transitions through the lens of conflict
and systemic insecurity. Realist theory predicts that as China’s power
expands, it will seek to challenge the existing hegemon, making
tensions and strategic rivalry inevitable. However, this perspective has
increasingly been challenged by Chinese IR theorists, who offer a
fundamentally different interpretation. Rooted in philosophical
traditions such as Confucianism and Daoism, Chinese IR theory
emphasizes relationality, moral order, and the pursuit of harmony
rather than competition. The Confucian ideal of wang dao (humane
authority) provides an ethical foundation for leadership, standing in
contrast to the coercive logic often associated with Western
hegemony. Similarly, the concept of Tianxia envisions a global order
founded on cultural inclusivity and mutual respect, in which power is
exercised through virtue and consensus rather than domination.

From a postcolonial perspective, Chinese IR theory represents an act
of epistemic resistance to the universalist claims of Western
modernity. It aligns with the broader efforts of the Global South to
decolonize knowledge and articulate indigenous approaches to
international relations. Furthermore, China’s conduct in global
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forums—including its emphasis on non-intervention, support for
South—South cooperation, and investment in multilateral institutions
such as the AIIB and BRICS—reflects the strategic application of
these normative ideals.

Nevertheless, significant critiques remain. Some scholars contend that
Chinese IR theories are more prescriptive than predictive and may
function as instruments of soft power rather than as rigorous analytical
frameworks. Others question whether China’s actual foreign policy
practices consistently align with the theoretical principles they
espouse. Despite these criticisms, Chinese IR theory offers a
compelling alternative framework for rethinking power, identity, and
legitimacy in global politics. It also opens the possibility for a more
pluralistic IR scholarship—one that is not only more inclusive but also
better reflects the evolving structure of the international system.

Conclusion

Chinese IR theories represent a significant epistemological and
normative departure from mainstream Western paradigms. By
integrating Confucian ethics, civilizational identity, and historical
continuity, these theories offer a culturally grounded framework for
understanding China’s peaceful rise. Unlike realism and liberalism,
which often portray rising powers as potential threats or strategic
competitors, Chinese IR theories conceptualize power as a moral
responsibility directed toward promoting harmony and shared
development. The Confucian concept of benevolent hegemony
redefines leadership as relational rather than hierarchical.

Furthermore, Chinese IR theory contributes to the broader
postcolonial project of challenging Western intellectual hegemony
and reclaiming space for indigenous knowledge systems. Although
these theories continue to face criticism regarding their practical
applicability and global acceptance, they provide a valuable analytical
lens for interpreting China’s strategic posture and its vision of
international order. Ultimately, embracing theoretical pluralism in IR
not only enhances the discipline’s analytical capacity but also
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recognizes the legitimacy of diverse worldviews in shaping the future
of global politics. As China continues to expand its global influence
and engagement, its evolving IR theories may play an increasingly
important role in shaping how states conceptualize power, authority,
and cooperation in the twenty-first century.

Keywords: Chinese thought, Confucianism, Tianxia, moral realism
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