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			Dedication

			
		
    To my parents,whose sacrifices enabled me to bridge worlds and whose wisdom taught me that truth transcends borders.
To the people of Pakistan,who stand at the crossroads of civilizations and whose resilience inspires a vision of a more just and equitable world order.
To the Chinese people,whose civilizational continuity offers humanity profound lessons in patience, pragmatism, and the long view of history.
To my mentors,both Eastern and Western, who taught me that genuine understanding requires the humility to listen and the courage to challenge orthodoxy.
To the next generation of scholars from the Global South,who will continue the essential work of decolonizing international relations theory and centering voices long marginalized in global discourse.
To policymakers everywhere,who seek to manage great power competition not through confrontation but through understanding—may this work contribute to more informed and peaceful statecraft.
And most importantly,
To those who believe that civilizational differences need not be civilizational conflicts,that diverse worldviews can coexist in mutual respect,that the future belongs not to those who dominate but to those who understand,and that scholarship, at its best, serves not power but truth.
"The greatest wisdom is seeing through appearances."— Lao Tzu
"Seek knowledge from the cradle to the grave."— Prophet Muhammad (PBUH)
"In diversity, there is beauty and strength."— Maya Angelou
This book is dedicated to building bridges of understanding in an age of division,and to the enduring hope that reason, empathy, and scholarshipcan light the path toward a more harmonious world.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "The West asks: When will China become like us? The question betrays a fundamental misunderstanding. China does not seek to replicate the Westphalian order but to transcend it, not to maximize power in Western terms but to reclaim centrality in civilizational ones. To understand China's rise, we must first unlearn the theories that blind us to these realities."
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Preface

From Islamabad To Beijing - A Theoretical Journey
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Dr. Naim Tahir Baig
Senior Coordinator, 
PDS&CE Pakistan



Author's Intellectual Evolution

Standing at the intersection of civilizations has been both my blessing and my burden. Growing up in Pakistan—a nation carved from the civilizational consciousness of the Islamic world, yet bound by the Westphalian borders drawn by departing colonial powers—I learned early that the categories we use to understand international relations are not universal truths but particular constructions born of specific historical experiences.

​My journey toward developing Civilizational Pragmatism Theory began not in academic seminar rooms, but in the lived reality of a country that has never quite fit theoretical frameworks imposed upon it. Pakistan, as a nuclear-armed Islamic republic with deep ties to both Eastern and Western civilizations, exists in theoretical limbo—neither fully "Western" nor stereotypically "Eastern," neither traditional nation-state nor pure civilizational entity, neither status quo power nor revolutionary one. This ambiguity was not a deficiency in Pakistan's identity but an indictment of existing theoretical frameworks' poverty.

When the "War on Terror" dominated global discourse, it forced me to confront a troubling reality: theories developed primarily in American and European universities could not adequately explain the behavior of states I knew best. Realism predicted conflict where I observed cooperation. Liberalism expected convergence where I witnessed divergence. Constructivism offered identity as explanation but provided no predictive power.

The China-Pakistan relationship provided my first major theoretical awakening. Having witnessed this partnership firsthand through CPEC, which reached approximately $65 billion in Chinese investment by 2022, I observed patterns existing theories struggled to explain. Why did China invest such substantial sums in a country Western risk assessments deemed too unstable? Why did Pakistan accept deep economic integration without the political conditionality Western powers typically demanded?

The answer, I gradually realized, lay not in the categories of Western international relations theory but in understanding China as something fundamentally different from a Westphalian nation-state. China is a civilizational state—a political entity whose identity, strategic culture, and conception of international order derive from thousands of years of civilizational continuity rather than from the Peace of Westphalia in 1648. This concept, developed by scholars like Zhang Weiwei in his influential work The China Wave: Rise of a Civilizational State, captures something essential about China's self-perception and behavior that conventional state-centric frameworks miss. And crucially, Pakistan, positioned at the crossroads of South Asian, Central Asian, and Middle Eastern civilizations, understood this intuitively in ways that Western powers did not.

My work on Pakistani foreign policy, particularly my textbook analyzing international relations from a Pakistani perspective, emerged from realizing we needed theoretical frameworks accommodating civilizational diversity rather than forcing all states into categories designed to explain European history.

This perspective sharpened through research on regional connectivity projects and their civilizational implications. Analysis of competing infrastructure initiatives like IMEC revealed how such projects are never merely economic but embedded in civilizational visions of regional order.

My position as a Global South scholar from a Muslim-majority nuclear power provided an invaluable vantage point. Pakistan exists simultaneously in multiple worlds: South Asian security dynamics, bridge between Middle East and Asia, voice in the Islamic world, and participant in China's civilizational project. This multiplicity allowed me to see what scholars in single civilizational contexts often missed—the international system is becoming not more uniform but more diverse, fragmenting into multiple civilizational spheres.

The intellectual evolution leading to this book was also shaped by observing Western power's limits in reshaping societies. My research on Iran's Islamic Revolution demonstrated how deeply-rooted civilizational identities could resist even determined Westernization efforts. Work on Pakistan-India security dynamics showed how historical memories and civilizational narratives shaped strategic behavior in ways material power balances alone couldn't explain.

Most importantly, my work on nuclear deterrence and alliance formation, particularly analyzing the Saudi-Pakistan Strategic Partnership, revealed how non-Western powers were developing security cooperation models drawing on civilizational affinities rather than mimicking NATO structures.

By 2020, watching China's response to COVID-19 and its increasingly assertive posture, I recognized something fundamental was shifting. China was not simply "rising" within the existing international order—it was reshaping that order according to its own civilizational logic. Wolf Warrior diplomacy, expansion of parallel institutions like the AIIB, growing emphasis on "cultural confidence"—these weren't tactical adjustments but strategic manifestations of a civilizational state asserting its identity.

This realization crystallized during my research on CPEC's evolution through multiple phases—from infrastructure rush to quality adjustment to green and digital transformation. Recent scholarly analyses, such as those examining stakeholder perceptions and community impacts of CPEC projects, revealed not the predatory debt-trap diplomacy that Western analysts often alleged, but rather a pragmatic, learning-based approach that balanced civilizational ambitions with realistic assessment of constraints. China was patient where Western powers were impatient, flexible where they were rigid, long-term where they were short-term. These were not mere tactical differences but reflected fundamentally different conceptions of time, power, and order rooted in civilizational experience.

My unique position as a Pakistani scholar studying China allowed me to observe what many Western scholars missed: the resonance between China's civilizational self-conception and how it was perceived by partners in the Global South. We recognized in China's approach patterns that made sense to us—the emphasis on non-interference in internal affairs, the focus on material development over political transformation, the patient cultivation of relationships over decades, the understanding that sovereignty means different things to states with different histories. These were not the compromises of realpolitik but the pragmatic accommodations of civilizational wisdom.

The Genesis of CPT

Civilizational Pragmatism Theory's formal development began in late 2020, though its intellectual foundations had been laid through previous research. The COVID-19 pandemic paradoxically provided time for theoretical synthesis. As travel halted and conferences moved online, I found unprecedented time to reflect and ask: What would international relations theory look like starting not from European history but from civilizational diversity?

The initial breakthrough came from recognizing that "state" as used in IR theory actually refers to distinct phenomena needing disaggregation. First, Westphalian nation-states created by the Peace of Westphalia. Second, civilizational states like China, India, and Iran, whose identity derives from millennia of civilizational continuity. Third, hybrid entities like Pakistan, Turkey, and Russia combining both elements.

This clarification immediately solved numerous puzzles. Why did China behave differently from other rising powers? Because it's a re-emerging civilizational state with different conceptions of time, hierarchy, and order. Why did India and China compete so intensely despite economic complementarities? Because they're rival civilizational claimants in Asia.

The second breakthrough came from taking seriously Chinese concepts of time. Western IR theory is unconsciously temporalized by democratic electoral cycles and quarterly capitalism—strategic thinking bounded by 2-4 year terms and 10-20 year procurement cycles. China operates on different time scales: 5-year plans, 15-year visions, centenary goals, millennial historical consciousness. This temporal asymmetry creates "temporal arbitrage"—exploiting differences in time horizons for strategic advantage.

Empirical observation validated this. In the South China Sea, China's salami-slicing strategy made perfect sense as multi-decade gradual transformation. On Taiwan, strategic ambiguity maintained for decades while systematically changing force balances reflected alien temporal logic. In economic statecraft, willingness to accept short-term costs for long-term positioning demonstrated fundamentally different return calculations.

The third breakthrough recognized that hierarchy, not anarchy, was the natural order in civilizational states' worldviews. Western IR theory begins with anarchy—absence of central authority above states. This made sense for European states emerging from the Thirty Years' War, all claiming equal sovereignty. But China's historical experience was different. For two millennia, the Chinese world order was explicitly hierarchical, organized through the tributary system placing China at the center. Modern China adapts this hierarchical worldview to contemporary conditions rather than embracing anarchical Westphalian order.

This reconceptualization explained numerous puzzles about Chinese behavior: why China was so sensitive to issues of status and recognition, why it insisted on distinguishing between "core interests" and other interests, why it offered different types of relationships to different partners (comprehensive strategic partnerships, strategic partnerships, cooperative partnerships, etc.), and why it was creating parallel international institutions rather than simply joining existing ones.

The theoretical development phase (2020-2023) involved intensive reading across multiple traditions. I immersed myself in Chinese strategic thought—contemporary works by Yan Xuetong, Zhang Weiwei, and Qin Yaqing, plus classical texts and tributary system analyses by John King Fairbank in The Chinese World Order and David Kang in East Asia Before the West. I studied Islamic political thought from Al-Farabi to modern scholars, and engaged non-Western IR theorists like Amitav Acharya.

But I also maintained rigorous engagement with mainstream Western IR theory. CPTsynthesizes insights while correcting Western-centric blind spots. From realism, I took emphasis on power and interests. From liberalism, importance of institutions. From constructivism, role of identity. Additionally, I drew on Qin Yaqing's A Relational Theory of World Politics, which emphasizes how relationships shape international behavior in ways rationalist frameworks miss.

The result was what I call "analytical eclecticism"—the pragmatic integration of insights from multiple theoretical traditions without demanding that they be synthesized into a single, logically coherent system. This approach, influenced by the work of scholars like Peter Katzenstein and Rudra Sil in their volume Beyond Paradigms, recognized that international politics is complex enough to require multiple analytical perspectives. The goal was not theoretical elegance but explanatory power and predictive accuracy.

Operationalizing the theory required developing measurable variables and testable hypotheses. Working with research assistants and leveraging multiple datasets—including the Global Database of Events, Language and Tone (GDELT), Correlates of War (COW) data, UN voting records, and original coding of Chinese policy documents—I developed metrics for civilizational identity strength, regime legitimacy performance, relative comprehensive power, and strategic time horizons. Each variable was carefully conceptualized, operationalized, and validated through multiple methods.

The empirical testing phase (2023-2025) produced both validation and surprises. Core CPThypotheses performed well explaining Chinese behavior across domains. Statistical analyses showed civilizational variables added significant explanatory power beyond traditional capability measures.

But testing also revealed anomalies requiring refinement. Wolf Warrior diplomacy emergence, harsh Australia coercion, and intense AUKUS reaction suggested sensitivities beyond power calculations alone. Each anomaly required careful analysis and theoretical adjustment, ultimately strengthening the theory.

One valuable aspect was dialogue with scholars and practitioners from multiple countries. Discussion with officials, scholars, and analysts provided crucial insights into decision-making and strategic thinking, revealing fundamentally different conceptual frameworks confirming civilizational differences in worldview weren't academic abstractions but practical realities.

Chinese scholars and officials, for instance, consistently emphasized concepts like "strategic opportunity period," "comprehensive national power," "the great rejuvenation of the Chinese nation," and "community of common destiny"—terms that had specific meanings within Chinese strategic culture but were often mistranslated or misunderstood in Western analysis. Pakistani officials described China's approach to partnership as fundamentally different from Western approaches—emphasizing mutual respect, non-interference, and long-term relationship building rather than transactional exchanges or conditional assistance.

The development of CPThas also provided practical insights into how emerging powers navigate relationships with major civilizational states. Pakistan's experience as a middle power managing relationships with the United States, China, Saudi Arabia, Iran, and other major players offered a laboratory for observing how civilizational factors interact with material interests in shaping foreign policy decisions.

Methodology and Sources

This book represents the culmination of five years of intensive research utilizing a mixed-methods approach that combines quantitative analysis, qualitative case studies, process tracing and multi-archival research across multiple languages and civilizational traditions.

Multi-Archival Research: The documentary foundation of this work draws from sources in multiple languages and civilizational contexts. Chinese-language sources include official policy documents from the Chinese Communist Party and State Council, speeches and writings by Chinese leaders (particularly Xi Jinping's governance texts), scholarly works by Chinese international relations theorists published in Chinese journals, and historical documents on the tributary system and traditional Chinese statecraft. 

Parliamentary debates on foreign policy, strategic assessments from Pakistani think tanks, and extensive primary source material on Pakistan-China relations spanning seven decades. 

Western archival sources include declassified diplomatic cables, policy papers from major think tanks (Council on Foreign Relations, Brookings Institution, CSIS, RAND Corporation, Chatham House), congressional testimony and reports, and extensive scholarly literature in English. This trilateral archival approach—Chinese, Pakistani, and Western sources—allowed me to triangulate interpretations and avoid the bias of relying on any single perspective.

Statistical Datasets: Quantitative analysis drew on multiple large-N datasets. The Global Database of Events, Language and Tone (GDELT) provided real-time data on international events and media coverage, allowing me to track Chinese assertiveness and diplomatic activity across time and issue areas. Correlates of War (COW) data provided measures of military capabilities, alliance patterns, and Militarized Interstate Disputes (MIDs). UN General Assembly voting records allowed analysis of coalition formation and diplomatic alignment patterns. World Bank and IMF data provided economic indicators, while bilateral trade and investment statistics came from national statistical agencies.

Original datasets were constructed for several key variables. Civilizational Identity Strength was coded based on content analysis of official documents, leadership speeches, and educational materials. Regime Legitimacy Performance combined measures of economic growth, social stability, anti-corruption efforts, and public opinion. Strategic Time Horizon was operationalized through analysis of planning documents and policy statements. These original measures were validated through multiple methods including expert surveys and inter-coder reliability tests.

Language Capabilities and Translation: A crucial methodological challenge was ensuring accurate interpretation of Chinese strategic concepts that do not translate easily into English. Terms like tianxia (all under heaven), hexie shijie (harmonious world), shehui zhuyi hexin jiazhi guan (core socialist values), and zhonghua minzu weida fuxing (great rejuvenation of the Chinese nation) carry connotations and historical resonances that simple translations miss. I worked closely with native Chinese speakers and scholars of Chinese philosophy to ensure conceptual accuracy rather than mere linguistic translation.

Similarly, Urdu and Arabic terms related to Islamic political concepts required careful interpretation. Ummah (global Muslim community), khalifa (successor/stewardship), and adl (justice) have specific meanings within Islamic political thought that needed to be understood on their own terms rather than forced into Western political categories.

Addressing Biases: Several measures were taken to mitigate potential biases. First, the multi-perspectival approach—systematically engaging Chinese, Pakistani, and Western sources—provided natural checks against single-perspective bias. Second, all coding and measurement were conducted with explicit coding rules, and key variables were independently coded by multiple researchers to ensure inter-coder reliability. Third, statistical analyses included extensive robustness checks using alternative operationalizations and model specifications. Fourth, the theory was developed with explicit attention to falsifiability—generating clear, testable hypotheses that could be proven wrong.

My positionality as a Pakistani scholar studying China created both advantages and potential biases. The advantage was insider knowledge of how non-Western states view international relations and access to networks and perspectives often unavailable to Western scholars. The potential bias was excessive sympathy toward Chinese positions or insufficient critical distance from Pakistani policy. I addressed this through systematic engagement with critical perspectives, including works highly critical of both Chinese and Pakistani policies, and by subjecting my arguments to peer review by scholars from multiple countries and intellectual traditions.

Mixed-Methods Integration: The methodological approach integrated quantitative and qualitative methods in several ways. Large-N statistical analysis identified broad patterns and tested general hypotheses about civilizational states' behavior. Case study process tracing examined specific decisions and policy implementations to reveal causal mechanisms. Comparative analysis across cases (China's behavior in different regions, comparisons with other civilizational states) tested the generalizability of findings. Historical analysis provided temporal depth and revealed long-term patterns. This triangulation of methods provided confidence that findings were not artifacts of particular methodologies but robust insights into underlying dynamics.

Structure and Approach

This book is organized into six parts, each building progressively toward a comprehensive framework for understanding China's international behavior and, more broadly, the dynamics of civilizational states in contemporary international relations.

Part I: Theoretical Foundations establishes the intellectual foundation of Civilizational Pragmatism Theory. Chapter 1 provides a systematic critique of mainstream Western IR theories, demonstrating their inadequacy in explaining Chinese behavior. Rather than dismissing these theories entirely, I show specifically where and why they fail when applied to civilizational states. Chapter 2 introduces CPT's core concepts—the civilizational-state complex, temporal sovereignty, and hierarchical international order. Chapter 3 operationalizes these concepts, developing measurable variables and testable hypotheses.

This progression from critique to construction to operationalization follows a deliberate logic: establishing that existing frameworks are inadequate, proposing an alternative framework, and demonstrating that the alternative is not merely theoretically elegant but empirically tractable. Readers primarily interested in theory can focus on these chapters, though I recommend at least skimming the empirical applications to see how the theory performs in practice.

Part II: Historical Evolution traces the development of China's civilizational consciousness from imperial times through the present. Chapter 4 examines the imperial legacy, the Century of Humiliation, the revolutionary interregnum, and reform-era pragmatism. Chapter 5 analyzes Xi Jinping's civilizational turn and the shift from Deng Xiaoping's "hide and bide" strategy to more assertive "striving for achievement."

This historical section serves multiple purposes. It provides the temporal depth necessary to understand contemporary behavior, demonstrates the continuity of civilizational patterns across regime changes, and establishes the baseline against which current assertiveness should be measured. Readers less interested in historical detail can skim these chapters, but understanding this trajectory is crucial for appreciating why China behaves as it does today.

Part III: Global Applications applies CPTto China's relationships across different regions and with different types of powers. Chapter 6 analyzes Sino-American strategic competition, demonstrating how temporal arbitrage and civilizational differences shape the rivalry. Chapter 7 examines China's relationships with major powers including Russia, the European Union, India, and Japan. Chapter 8 analyzes China's engagement with the developing world through BRI and other initiatives.

This is the heart of the book for practitioners and policymakers. Each chapter provides not just analysis but actionable insights for managing relationships with China. The case studies demonstrate CPT's explanatory power across diverse contexts and reveal patterns that transcend individual relationships.

Part IV: Theoretical Validation and Refinement returns to theory, presenting systematic empirical testing. Chapter 9 provides quantitative and qualitative validation of CPT's hypotheses, including discussion of anomalies and theoretical refinements. Chapter 10 extends CPTto other civilizational states (India, Iran, Turkey, Russia) and compares it systematically with alternative theories.

This section is crucial for scholars assessing CPT's validity and generalizability. The transparent discussion of anomalies and limitations demonstrates intellectual honesty and provides pathways for future research. Readers primarily interested in practical applications can skim the technical statistical details while focusing on the substantive findings.

Part V: Policy Implications and Future Scenarios translates theoretical insights into practical guidance. Chapter 11 provides strategic recommendations for different types of actors: the United States, regional states, Global South countries, and international organizations. Chapter 12 develops four scenarios for 2025-2050 with probability assessments based on CPT's framework.

This section explicitly addresses the "so what?" question. Theory for theory's sake is insufficient; intellectual work should inform practice. The recommendations are grounded in the theoretical framework developed earlier but translated into actionable policy language. The scenarios provide a framework for strategic planning in an era of great power competition.

Part VI: Conclusion synthesizes the book's theoretical and empirical contributions. Chapter 13 articulates CPT's contributions to IR theory and its implications for the discipline. Chapter 14, the epilogue, reflects on the Pakistani perspective and the broader implications of living in what I call "the civilizational century"—an era when civilizational identities and worldviews increasingly shape international politics.

Reading Paths: Different readers can approach this book in different ways depending on their interests and needs:

For Scholars: Read sequentially, paying particular attention to Parts I, IV, and VI. The theoretical chapters establish CPT's contributions to IR theory, while the validation section demonstrates rigor and generalizability.

For Policymakers: Focus on the executive summary, Chapters 2-3 (core concepts), Part III (applications), and Part V (policy implications and scenarios). The theoretical critique in Chapter 1 and validation in Part IV can be skimmed.

For Students: Read Chapters 1-2 for theoretical foundation, one or two case study chapters from Part III based on interest, and Chapter 11 for policy implications. Use this as a framework for understanding contemporary China policy debates.

For China Specialists: Focus on Chapters 5-8 (historical evolution and applications), comparing my interpretations with your own knowledge. The theoretical framing in Chapters 2-3 and comparisons in Chapter 10 may offer new perspectives on familiar topics.

For General Readers: Read the Preface, Chapters 2 and 5 (core concepts and Xi's turn), one case study from Part III, and Chapter 12 (future scenarios). This provides the essential framework and its most accessible applications.

Expectations for Technical versus Accessible Content: I have strived to make this book accessible to educated general readers while maintaining academic rigor. Technical concepts are explained when first introduced, and mathematical formulations are relegated to appendices. Case studies are written to be engaging narratives that illustrate theoretical points rather than dry policy analysis. However, some sections—particularly the statistical analysis in Chapter 9 and the formal modeling in Appendix A—assume graduate-level social science training.

The book's voice shifts between analytical distance and engaged argument depending on the material. Theoretical chapters maintain scholarly objectivity, presenting competing perspectives fairly. Case study chapters engage more directly with policy debates, offering clear judgments while acknowledging uncertainty. The preface and epilogue adopt a more personal voice, acknowledging my positionality and perspective as a Pakistani scholar.

Final Thoughts on This Theoretical Journey

Developing Civilizational Pragmatism Theory has been simultaneously intellectually exhilarating and professionally challenging. Exhilarating because it addresses fundamental questions about how we understand international politics in an era of civilizational diversity. Challenging because it requires working across multiple intellectual traditions, languages, and disciplinary boundaries while challenging some of the foundational assumptions of a discipline dominated by Western perspectives.

This book is offered in the spirit of intellectual pluralism and pragmatic problem-solving. I do not claim that CPTis the final word on understanding civilizational states or that it should replace existing theories. Rather, I argue that it captures important dimensions of reality that mainstream theories miss and that incorporating civilizational analysis enriches our understanding of contemporary international politics.

The stakes could not be higher. As the United States and China navigate what many observers call a new Cold War, the risk of catastrophic miscalculation is real. Misunderstanding based on inappropriate theoretical frameworks could lead to policies that escalate conflicts unnecessarily or miss opportunities for productive coexistence. My hope is that this book contributes, even modestly, to better mutual understanding—not through naïve optimism about convergence but through clearer recognition of genuine differences in worldview and interest.

For my fellow scholars from the Global South, I hope this work demonstrates that we can and should develop our own theoretical frameworks grounded in our experiences and intellectual traditions. International relations theory need not be forever defined by European and American scholars interpreting European and American history. We have our own histories, our own analytical traditions, and our own contributions to make to understanding global politics.

For Western scholars and policymakers, I hope this book serves as an invitation to intellectual humility and curiosity. The rise of China and other non-Western powers is not just a material shift in the distribution of capabilities but an intellectual challenge to how we think about international politics. Meeting this challenge requires genuine engagement with non-Western perspectives, not merely adding them as afterthoughts to established frameworks.

For Chinese scholars and officials, I offer this work as an attempt at mutual understanding across civilizational divides. As someone who is neither Chinese nor Western, I hope I can serve as a bridge, interpreting Chinese strategic thought to Western audiences while also offering critical perspectives that may be difficult to articulate within Chinese discourse. My critiques come from a place of respect and genuine desire for understanding, not hostility.

And for Pakistani readers, this work represents an attempt to articulate the unique perspective that comes from our position at the crossroads of civilizations. Pakistan's experience navigating relationships with the United States, China, the Islamic world, and our South Asian neighbors has given us insights that deserve to be heard in global debates about international order. Our "all-weather friendship" with China is not mere rhetoric but reflects genuine convergence in worldview that CPThelps explain.

The journey from Islamabad to Beijing—intellectual more than geographic—has taught me that the most interesting questions in international relations today lie not in predicting which power will dominate but in understanding how different civilizational traditions will coexist, compete, and perhaps eventually synthesize. We are entering not a unipolar, bipolar, or multipolar world, but something qualitatively different: a multi-civilizational world where different organizing principles compete for legitimacy and different temporal horizons shape strategic behavior.

This book is my attempt to provide a theoretical framework for understanding this emerging world. It is necessarily incomplete, provisional, and open to refinement. But it represents my best effort to synthesize years of observation, research, and reflection into a coherent framework that advances our understanding of the most consequential international relationship of our time—and by extension, the dynamics of civilizational states more broadly.

As I write these words in late 2025, the international order stands at a crossroads. The paths ahead lead to very different futures—from managed competition to peaceful coexistence to catastrophic confrontation. The choices we make in the coming years, shaped by how we understand the dynamics at play, will determine which path we take. My hope is that this book contributes to making those choices with greater wisdom, understanding, and humility about the limits of our existing intellectual frameworks.

The civilizational century is upon us. How we navigate it will define the world our children inherit. This book is my contribution to that navigation—offered with hope that understanding across civilizational divides, while difficult, is possible and essential.
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THEORETICAL FOUNDATIONS
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Chapter 1

The Crisis Of Western International Relations Theory
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The rise of China represents one of the most consequential geopolitical transformations of the twenty-first century, yet mainstream Western international relations theory has consistently failed to explain, predict, or adequately theorize this phenomenon. From the post-Cold War optimism of the 1990s, when scholars confidently predicted China's inevitable democratization and integration into the liberal international order, to the present era of great power competition, Western theoretical frameworks have been repeatedly confounded by Chinese behavior that defies their core assumptions. This chapter systematically examines the explanatory failures of dominant Western IR theories—realism, liberal institutionalism, constructivism, and power transition theory—to demonstrate that their Westphalian foundations and Eurocentric biases render them fundamentally inadequate for understanding civilizational states like China.

The inadequacy of Western theory is not merely an academic concern but has profound policy implications. Successive U.S. administrations have pursued engagement strategies based on liberal institutionalist assumptions that WTO membership would liberalize China politically, only to witness the consolidation of authoritarian capitalism under Xi Jinping.¹ Realist predictions of inevitable military conflict have generated containment policies that risk creating the very security dilemmas they purport to describe. Meanwhile, constructivist assertions about the socializing power of international institutions have proven incapable of accounting for China's successful norm resistance and parallel institution building. These theoretical failures demand a fundamental reconsideration of how we conceptualize international relations in an era when civilizational states are reasserting themselves against the Westphalian order.

1.1: The Westphalian Paradigm's Limitations

1.1.1 Historical Construction of the Nation-State System

The Peace of Westphalia in 1648 established the foundational principles of the modern international system: territorial sovereignty, non-interference in domestic affairs, and the formal equality of states. However, this framework emerged as a specifically European solution to specifically European problems—namely, the devastating religious wars that had consumed the continent for decades. The Westphalian settlement codified principles of cuius regio, eius religio and created a system of juridically equal sovereign states, each possessing exclusive authority within defined territorial boundaries.² Yet this apparently universal system was, in fact, a provincial response to provincial circumstances, later imposed globally through European imperial expansion.

China's relationship with Westphalian sovereignty has always been characterized by what Stephen Krasner termed "organized hypocrisy"—the systematic violation of norms that are ostensibly accepted.³ While China formally adopted Westphalian concepts following its forced integration into the European-dominated international system in the nineteenth century, it never fully internalized the logic of sovereign equality. The Middle Kingdom worldview, which conceptualized international relations as a hierarchical tributary system centered on Chinese civilization, persisted beneath the veneer of Westphalian compliance. As Erik Ringmar demonstrates in his comparative analysis of international systems, the Sino-centric order that governed East Asian international relations for centuries operated according to fundamentally different principles than the Westphalian system—emphasizing hierarchical relationships, cultural superiority, and ritual acknowledgment of status rather than sovereign equality.⁴

This civilizational memory shapes contemporary Chinese behavior in ways that confound Western theoretical expectations. When China proclaims its adherence to the Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence—mutual respect for sovereignty and territorial integrity, mutual non-aggression, non-interference in internal affairs, equality and mutual benefit, and peaceful coexistence—it simultaneously pursues policies that selectively apply these principles based on hierarchical calculations of status and relationship.⁵ The Belt and Road Initiative, for instance, creates asymmetric dependencies that recall tributary relationships even as Beijing insists on sovereign equality in multilateral forums. This is not mere hypocrisy but reflects a deeper civilizational ontology that Western theory, rooted in Westphalian assumptions, cannot adequately capture.

The artificial application of Westphalian sovereignty to civilizational states creates analytical blind spots. China's "core interests"—Tibet, Xinjiang, Taiwan, the South China Sea—are conceptualized not merely as territorial concerns but as civilizational imperatives linked to national rejuvenation and historical restoration. Western scholars analyzing these issues through Westphalian lenses of territorial sovereignty miss the deeper civilizational dynamics at play. As one analysis notes, China's approach represents "co-existing tianxia and Westphalian sovereignty thinking," creating confusion in international negotiations as China attempts to use hierarchical methods while simultaneously insisting on sovereign equality.⁶

1.1.2 Temporal Assumptions in Western Theory

Perhaps the most profound limitation of Western IR theory is its temporal provincialism. The Westphalian system evolved in a context of relatively short-term strategic thinking shaped by dynastic succession, religious authority, and later by democratic electoral cycles. Contemporary Western democracies operate on 2-6 year electoral timeframes, with policy planning rarely extending beyond a single administration. Quarterly capitalism reinforces short-term thinking as corporate earnings reports and stock market valuations dominate economic decision-making. This temporal structure profoundly shapes Western strategic culture, creating what might be termed "temporal myopia"—an inability to conceive of and execute long-term strategic plans.

In stark contrast, China's civilizational consciousness operates on vastly different temporal scales. The Chinese Communist Party formulates 5-year, 15-year, and century-spanning plans with remarkable consistency. Xi Jinping's "Two Centenary Goals"—achieving a "moderately prosperous society" by 2021 (the CCP's centenary) and becoming a "fully developed nation" by 2049 (the PRC's centenary)—exemplify multi-generational strategic thinking.⁷ This is not mere rhetorical flourish but reflects genuine policy continuity. The Belt and Road Initiative, announced in 2013, is conceived as a decades-long project that will fundamentally restructure Eurasian economic geography. Such patient, incremental advancement is incomprehensible to Western theories built on assumptions of relatively rapid change and short-term optimization.

The temporal asymmetry between China and Western powers creates strategic advantages that Western theory fails to recognize. As Wolfgang Streeck has analyzed, democratic capitalism faces inherent temporal contradictions: democratic pressures for immediate consumption and redistribution conflict with capitalism's requirement for delayed gratification through investment.⁸ China's authoritarian system faces no such constraints, enabling sustained sacrifice for long-term gain. Beijing can endure short-term economic costs—whether from COVID-19 lockdowns or strategic decoupling—that would topple democratic governments. Western sanctions and containment strategies, calibrated to electoral cycles, founder against Chinese temporal endurance.

This temporal dimension extends to Chinese conceptions of historical time itself. Where Western theory views history as a linear progression (whether toward liberal democracy or cyclical great power conflict), Chinese civilization operates according to what might be termed "restorative temporality"—the belief that China's current rise represents a return to its natural position of centrality, temporarily disrupted by the "Century of Humiliation" (1839-1949). This is not revisionism in the Western sense of seeking to overturn the existing order, but restoration of a civilizational order predating Western hegemony. Such temporal consciousness escapes Western theoretical frameworks that assume either progressive liberalization or static power balances.

1.1.3 Missing Variables in Mainstream Theory

Western IR theory's Westphalian foundations lead to systematic exclusion of crucial variables necessary for understanding civilizational states. The most glaring omission is civilizational identity itself. While constructivists pay lip service to identity, they typically conceptualize it in terms of thin, state-based nationalism rather than thick, multi-millennial civilizational consciousness. Amitav Acharya's call for "Global International Relations" highlights how mainstream theory privileges Westphalian state identity while ignoring deeper civilizational foundations that shape state behavior in non-Western contexts.⁹

Multi-generational planning, as discussed above, represents another missing variable. Western theory assumes that states respond to current threat environments and opportunity structures with relatively short time horizons. The possibility that states might pursue century-spanning strategies, willingly accepting unfavorable near-term outcomes for anticipated long-term gains, simply does not compute within existing frameworks. Game theory models, which form the mathematical foundations of much IR theory, typically assume discount rates that rapidly devalue future payoffs—an assumption that systematically mismeasures civilizational states' strategic calculus.

Hierarchical worldviews constitute a third critical omission. Western theory, particularly in its liberal variants, assumes that states prefer egalitarian international orders characterized by sovereign equality. The possibility that states might actively seek hierarchical arrangements—whether as superior or subordinate actors—is theoretically unthinkable. Yet much of Chinese foreign policy becomes intelligible only when we recognize Beijing's pursuit of what Zhao Tingyang calls a hierarchical "Tianxia system" (All-Under-Heaven), where China naturally occupies the central position not through coercive dominance but through cultural attraction and acknowledgment of civilizational superiority.¹⁰

Collective historical memory represents a fourth missing variable. While historians recognize the importance of historical consciousness, IR theorists typically treat history as merely providing initial conditions for ahistorical theoretical models. The idea that specific historical traumas (like China's Century of Humiliation) might fundamentally structure contemporary strategic thinking over spans of 150+ years seems impossible within theories that emphasize current power distributions and institutional incentives. Yet without understanding how historical memory activates particular policy responses under contemporary conditions, Chinese behavior appears irrational or inexplicable.

The exclusion of these variables is not accidental but reflects the Eurocentric origins of IR theory. As recent scholarship demonstrates, traditional IR theories "generally have a significant limitation" in that they "overemphasize Western experiences and perspectives," overlooking critical factors such as "culture and identity in international relations."¹¹ When civilizational consciousness, multi-generational planning, hierarchical preferences, and historical memory are systematically excluded from analysis, theories built on Westphalian foundations inevitably fail to explain civilizational state behavior.

1.2: Realism's Explanatory Failures

1.2.1 Offensive Realism's War Predictions

John Mearsheimer's offensive realism represents perhaps the most prominent and confident application of realist theory to China's rise. In his influential 2001 work "The Tragedy of Great Power Politics" and subsequent writings, Mearsheimer flatly declared that "China cannot rise peacefully."¹² As China's capabilities increase, he argued, it will inevitably become "an aggressive state determined to achieve regional hegemony," following the pattern of all previous rising powers. The inevitability stems from the anarchic structure of the international system, which compels rational states to maximize their relative power to ensure survival. Given these structural imperatives, Mearsheimer concluded that U.S. policy aimed at engaging China economically while binding it into international institutions was "misguided" and "doomed to failure."¹³

Yet more than two decades into the twenty-first century, the predicted war has not materialized. Despite China's dramatic power accumulation—overtaking Japan in 2010 to become the world's second-largest economy, modernizing its military, and extending its geopolitical reach through the Belt and Road Initiative—Sino-American relations, while increasingly competitive, have not descended into armed conflict. Even in the most contentious areas—Taiwan, the South China Sea, trade relations—both powers have demonstrated restraint inconsistent with offensive realist predictions.

The failure of offensive realism to explain Chinese behavior stems from fundamental flaws in its theoretical logic. As Jonathan Kirshner demonstrates, Mearsheimer's theory is "internally incoherent" because "the conclusions he draws contradict the assumptions he makes."¹⁴ If states are truly rational security-seekers operating in an anarchic environment, there is no logical reason why they should resort to aggression rather than more cautious strategies. Mearsheimer assumes states are security-seekers but concludes they must be power-maximizers—a leap that his structural assumptions cannot support.

Empirically, offensive realism cherry-picks historical cases to support predetermined conclusions. Mearsheimer calculates that states initiating military conflict won approximately 60% of the time, presenting this as evidence that aggression pays. Yet as critics note, to initiate war is not the same as to bid for regional hegemony.¹⁵ When we examine actual attempts at regional hegemony rather than individual wars, the success rate plummets to one success (the United States) and four catastrophic failures (Napoleonic France, Wilhelmine Germany, Nazi Germany, Imperial Japan). The United States itself achieved regional hegemony not primarily through military conquest but through economic development, geographic advantages, and the relative weakness of neighboring states—factors specific to the Western Hemisphere that do not apply to China's densely competitive regional environment.

Most fundamentally, offensive realism cannot explain China's extraordinary restraint. If structural pressures compel power-maximization, why has China not attacked Taiwan despite possessing overwhelming conventional military superiority? Why has it resolved most of its territorial disputes peacefully, compromising in 17 of 23 cases?¹⁶ Why does it maintain a "no first use" nuclear doctrine despite this limiting its deterrent options? These behaviors make sense only when we recognize factors offensive realism excludes: economic interdependence, civilizational temporal horizons that value long-term stability over short-term gains, and sophisticated strategies of parallel institution-building that offer alternatives to direct military confrontation.

The economic interdependence between China and its potential adversaries creates constraints that offensive realism's purely security-focused framework cannot adequately capture. Bilateral trade between the U.S. and China reached $690 billion in 2022, with deeply integrated supply chains in sectors from consumer electronics to pharmaceuticals.¹⁷ While realists correctly note that trade does not prevent war, the level of interdependence creates opportunity costs for military conflict that must enter any rational strategic calculus—yet offensive realism's structural approach excludes such considerations as mere "unit-level" variables.

1.2.2 Defensive Realism's Status Quo Bias

If offensive realism errs by predicting excessive aggression, defensive realism fails by expecting excessive restraint. Defensive realists like Kenneth Waltz and Stephen Walt argue that international anarchy creates security dilemmas where even defensive actions by one state threaten others, generating spirals of mutual fear.¹⁸ However, because conquest is difficult and defense has inherent advantages, states should seek security through balancing rather than expansionism. Rising powers should therefore pursue cautious policies aimed at minimizing threats rather than maximizing power.

Applied to China, defensive realism would predict a relatively conservative foreign policy focused on defending existing interests. Yet Chinese behavior over the past decade confounds such expectations. The Belt and Road Initiative, launched in 2013, represents an unprecedented projection of economic influence across Eurasia and beyond, eventually including 151 countries and involving over $1 trillion in investments.¹⁹ This is not defensive consolidation but ambitious expansion. The establishment of the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) in 2016, with 57 founding members including major U.S. allies, challenged existing development finance institutions. China's military modernization extends well beyond defensive needs, including blue-water navy capabilities, aircraft carriers, and anti-access/area-denial systems designed to project power far from Chinese shores.

Perhaps most problematically, defensive realism cannot explain China's assertiveness in the South China Sea. Since 2014, China has constructed seven artificial islands in disputed waters, installing military facilities including airstrips, radar systems, and missile batteries.²⁰ This behavior directly contradicts defensive realist expectations. The security dilemma logic suggests that such provocative actions would trigger balancing coalitions—and indeed, they have prompted closer U.S.-Japan-Australia-India alignment through the Quad. Yet China has persisted despite this predictable backlash, suggesting motivations beyond security-seeking: status assertion, testing adversary resolve, establishing facts on the ground for future negotiations, and demonstrating China's re-emergence as Asia's central power.

Defensive realism's status quo bias reflects its Westphalian assumptions: that the existing international order represents a natural equilibrium that satisfied powers will preserve and dissatisfied powers will challenge through direct military means. This framework cannot capture China's sophisticated strategy of what might be termed "parallel creation"—building alternative institutions, norms, and orders alongside rather than directly attacking existing ones. The AIIB does not frontally challenge the World Bank; the Belt and Road Initiative does not confront U.S. alliances; China's concept of "democracy with Chinese characteristics" does not wage ideological warfare against liberal democracy. Instead, China offers alternatives while formally maintaining commitment to existing institutions—a form of selective revisionism that defensive realism's dichotomous status quo/revisionist framework cannot theorize.

Moreover, defensive realism assumes that states rationally calculate the offense-defense balance and adjust their behavior accordingly. Yet as critics have noted, measurement issues bedevil the offense-defense balance concept, with proponents unable to reach consensus on what constitutes offensive versus defensive capabilities.²¹ Is China's air defense identification zone (ADIZ) in the East China Sea offensive or defensive? Are aircraft carriers inherently offensive, or can they defend sea lanes? Without operational definitions, the offense-defense balance becomes a post-hoc rationalization rather than a predictive framework.

1.2.3 Neoclassical Realism's Ad Hoc Adjustments

Recognizing the limitations of structural realism (both offensive and defensive variants), neoclassical realists like Randall Schweller, Fareed Zakaria, and Gideon Rose attempt to incorporate domestic-level variables while maintaining realism's core emphasis on relative power and anarchy.²² Neoclassical realism posits that while international structure provides incentives and constraints, states' responses depend on domestic factors: leader perceptions, domestic institutions, state-society relations, and strategic culture. This supposedly explains why states sometimes fail to balance rising threats or pursue suboptimal strategies.

Applied to China, neoclassical realism might explain deviations from structural predictions by reference to CCP ideology, Xi Jinping's personal beliefs, factional politics, or Chinese strategic culture. Why does China not maximize power through military expansion? Because the CCP prioritizes regime stability, requiring sustained economic growth that military conflict would jeopardize. Why is China assertive in the South China Sea? Because nationalist sentiment constrains compromise, and Xi's consolidation of power depends on projecting strength.

The problem with neoclassical realism is not that domestic factors are irrelevant—they clearly matter—but that their introduction is ad hoc and undermines realism's theoretical parsimony. As critics observe, neoclassical realism cherry-picks domestic variables post-hoc to explain anomalies, then claims predictive power without demonstrating that these variables were specified ex ante.²³ Which domestic factors matter, when do they override structural pressures, and how do we measure their influence? Without answers to these questions, neoclassical realism degenerates into sophisticated description masquerading as explanation.

More fundamentally, neoclassical realism's treatment of domestic factors reflects continuing Westphalian biases. Domestic variables are conceptualized in terms familiar to Western political science: interest groups, bureaucratic politics, public opinion, leadership psychology. The possibility that civilizational identity, multi-generational historical consciousness, and fundamentally non-Western ontologies might structure domestic politics is barely considered. When Chinese behavior is attributed to "strategic culture," this culture is typically treated as a thin variable to be plugged into essentially Western models rather than as a thick civilizational matrix that might require entirely different theoretical frameworks.

The incoherence becomes evident when neoclassical realists attempt to explain Chinese grand strategy. Is China seeking regional hegemony (offensive realism), security through defensive restraint (defensive realism), or something else? Neoclassical realists respond that it depends on domestic factors—but this circular reasoning explains everything and nothing. If domestic variables can produce any outcome regardless of structural pressures, then why maintain the structural framework at all? And if structural pressures do constrain outcomes, then why invoke domestic factors except to explain anomalies that falsify the structural theory?

The fundamental issue is that realism, in all its variants, cannot escape its Westphalian origins. Whether structural or neoclassical, offensive or defensive, realist theory conceptualizes international politics in terms of discrete states competing for power and security in anarchy. This framework may capture important dynamics of European international relations since 1648, but it systematically excludes the civilizational consciousness, temporal orientations, and hierarchical worldviews that structure Chinese behavior. When confronted with behaviors that confound realist predictions, the response is to add auxiliary hypotheses (domestic variables, strategic culture) rather than questioning whether the Westphalian-realist ontology itself might be inadequate for theorizing civilizational states.

1.3: Liberal Institutionalism's Misreadings

1.3.1 The Integration Assumption

Liberal institutionalism's core claim is that international institutions reduce transaction costs, provide information, facilitate cooperation, and constrain state behavior through reputational effects and monitoring mechanisms.²⁴ Applied to China, this logic generated confident predictions that integrating China into institutions like the World Trade Organization would lock in liberalizing reforms, encourage political opening, and bind China into the rules-based international order. As EU Trade Commissioner Pascal Lamy declared when China joined the WTO in 2001, China's accession would "serve to boost the rule of law in China" while giving countries "predictable, rules-based access" to markets.²⁵

These predictions could hardly have been more mistaken. As comprehensive studies document, China has systematically gamed WTO rules, engaged in selective compliance, and used membership to expand exports while maintaining barriers to imports and foreign investment.²⁶ State-owned enterprises, which China promised would operate on commercial principles, remain instruments of party-state policy. Technology transfer requirements, subsidies to favored industries, and intellectual property theft continue despite WTO prohibitions. As one analysis concludes, "the illusion has been shattered" that China would integrate into the liberal international order; instead, WTO membership enabled China to become an economic superpower while preserving authoritarian control.²⁷

The WTO case exemplifies liberal institutionalism's fundamental misjudgment: institutions do not transform preferences but provide frameworks within which states pursue preexisting interests. China joined the WTO not to embrace liberal norms but to access markets, gain technology, and accelerate economic development. When WTO rules served these purposes, China complied; when they conflicted, China violated or circumvented them. The crucial error was assuming that institutional membership would create socialization effects and lock-in commitments that would override material interests and ideological commitments.

Even more problematically, institutional integration has not produced the political liberalization that liberal institutionalists predicted. President Bill Clinton claimed in 2000 that WTO membership would promote China's evolution toward democracy, asserting that "liberty will spread by cell phone and cable modem."²⁸ President George W. Bush similarly stated that trade openness would inevitably lead to political freedom: "no nation on Earth has discovered a way to import the world's goods and services while stopping foreign ideas at the border."²⁹ Yet under Xi Jinping's leadership since 2013, China has moved decisively in the opposite direction: tightening ideological control, expanding surveillance, crushing civil society, and eliminating term limits to enable indefinite rule.

This failure reveals liberal institutionalism's Westphalian and Eurocentric assumptions. The theory presumes that states share fundamental interests in peace, prosperity, and rules-based order—differences concern merely the means to achieve these shared ends. Institutions facilitate cooperation by providing information and reducing uncertainties. Yet this logic assumes away the possibility that states might have fundamentally incompatible visions of world order, that regime type and ideology might create unbridgeable divides, and that participation in institutions might be instrumental rather than constitutive of state identity.

1.3.2 The Democracy-Peace Correlation

A major variant of liberal institutionalism is democratic peace theory, which holds that democracies rarely if ever fight wars against each other due to shared norms and institutional constraints.³⁰ This observation generates a powerful policy prescription: promote democratization to create a peaceful international order. Applied to China, democratic peace theory suggested that economic development and institutional engagement would eventually produce political liberalization, transforming China from a potential threat into a responsible stakeholder sharing Western preferences for stability and rules-based order.

The complete failure of this prediction could not be more obvious. China has experienced unprecedented economic growth since 1978, lifting 800 million people out of poverty and creating a massive middle class. Yet this prosperity has not produced democratization—indeed, under Xi Jinping, China has become more authoritarian. Simultaneously, China's economic rise has not produced peace with democratic neighbors like Japan, or eased tensions with the United States. If anything, China's increased power has correlated with increased assertiveness and conflict propensity, contradicting liberal institutionalist expectations.

Moreover, China has demonstrated that authoritarian regimes can maintain peaceful relations with each other, contradicting the implicit assumption that peace requires either democratic norms or liberal institutions. China's relationships with Russia, Pakistan, and various authoritarian regimes in Central Asia, Africa, and the Middle East demonstrate what might be termed "authoritarian peace"—stable relations based on shared interests in regime preservation, mutual non-interference, and resistance to Western liberal hegemony. This peace does not depend on democratic accountability or shared liberal values but on pragmatic calculations and sometimes ideological affinity among authoritarian rulers.

The persistence of China's authoritarianism despite economic modernization challenges modernization theory, which posits that economic development creates middle classes demanding political participation. What modernization theory missed was that authoritarian regimes can adapt, using economic growth to strengthen rather than weaken their grip on power. The CCP has leveraged prosperity to boost performance legitimacy, co-opt potential opposition through patronage, and finance sophisticated surveillance and control technologies. Economic development has not created irresistible pressures for democracy but has provided resources for authoritarian resilience.

1.3.3 Institutional Binding Failures

The concept of institutional binding holds that states can voluntarily constrain their future behavior by joining institutions with strong monitoring and enforcement mechanisms.³¹ The logic is that institutional commitments create audience costs: violating rules damages reputation, invites retaliation, and undermines future cooperation. Therefore, even powerful states will honor institutional commitments to maintain credibility. Applied to China, the binding thesis suggested that WTO membership, participation in UN institutions, and regional organizations would constrain Chinese behavior even as its power grew.

The evidence overwhelmingly contradicts this expectation. Rather than being bound by existing institutions, China has pursued a sophisticated strategy of parallel institution building, creating alternative structures that serve its interests while maintaining formal participation in Western-led institutions. The establishment of the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) in 2015, despite U.S. opposition and with 57 founding members including major U.S. allies like the UK, Germany, and South Korea, demonstrated China's ability to create competing institutions when existing ones (like the World Bank and Asian Development Bank) fail to serve Chinese interests.³²

The Belt and Road Initiative represents an even more ambitious exercise in parallel institution building—creating an entirely new framework for development finance, infrastructure investment, and economic integration across Eurasia and beyond, largely bypassing Western-led institutions. The Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP), which entered into force in 2022 with 15 Asia-Pacific nations, exemplifies China's success in shaping regional economic architecture after the United States abandoned the Trans-Pacific Partnership. The Forum on China-Africa Cooperation (FOCAC) provides a multilateral framework for China-Africa relations that marginalizes Western donors and their conditionalities regarding governance and human rights.

These initiatives reveal that institutions do not constrain powerful states—rather, powerful states shape institutions to serve their interests. When existing institutions are useful, states participate; when they become constraining, states defect, reform them, or create alternatives. China's strategy has been to avoid confrontationally challenging Western-led institutions (which would trigger balancing) while quietly building parallel structures that gradually shift the locus of rule-making toward Beijing. This sophisticated institutional strategy is incomprehensible within liberal institutionalist frameworks that treat institutions as neutral governance structures rather than arenas of strategic competition.

The binding thesis also underestimates the importance of power asymmetries in determining compliance. Liberal institutionalism's Westphalian assumptions of sovereign equality obscure how power shapes institutional effectiveness. When the United States dominates institutions, it can enforce compliance through sanctions, exclusion, and other coercive tools. As China's power grows, its capacity to resist enforcement increases while its ability to shape institutions to serve Chinese interests expands. The WTO's inability to rein in Chinese trade practices reflects not just institutional design flaws but the reality that powerful states can violate rules with relative impunity.³³

1.4: Constructivism's Operationalization Problems

1.4.1 Identity Without Measurement

Constructivism emerged in the 1990s as a powerful critique of rationalist theories' (realism and liberalism) neglect of ideas, norms, and identity. Alexander Wendt's famous dictum that "anarchy is what states make of it" challenged realist claims about structural determinism, arguing instead that state interests and identities are socially constructed through interaction.³⁴ Applied to China, constructivism might explain Chinese behavior through identity formation, norm socialization, and the social construction of threats. China's identity as a developing country versus a great power, its historical memory of humiliation, and its civilizational consciousness all shape how it perceives interests and defines appropriate behavior.

While these insights are valuable, constructivism suffers from severe operationalization problems that limit its explanatory and predictive power. The core issue is that identity, unlike material power or institutional membership, resists precise measurement and operational definition. What exactly is "Chinese identity"? Is it state-based nationalism? Civilizational consciousness? Communist ideology? Economic developmentalism? Constructivists provide rich descriptions but rarely specify how to code identity systematically or predict how identity change will alter behavior.

This lack of falsifiability undermines constructivism's scientific status. If any behavior can be explained by invoking appropriate identity constructs post-hoc, then constructivism explains everything and therefore nothing. When China behaves assertively in the South China Sea, constructivists cite wounded national pride and historical memory. When China emphasizes peaceful development, they cite norms of responsible great power behavior. When China builds parallel institutions, they invoke norm entrepreneurship. But these explanations typically emerge after the fact; constructivist scholars rarely make specific, falsifiable predictions based on identity dynamics.

The measurement problem is compounded by difficulties establishing causation. Even if we could operationalize Chinese identity, demonstrating that identity changes cause behavioral changes rather than the reverse or mere correlation requires process tracing that constructivists rarely provide rigorously. When China's foreign policy behavior changes—as it did dramatically under Xi Jinping after 2013—is this because Chinese identity changed, because material power increased enabling identity expression, or because leadership changed? Constructivists' vague invocations of "socialization" and "norm internalization" cannot arbitrate between these possibilities without additional micro-level evidence rarely provided.

1.4.2 Norm Diffusion Limitations

A major constructivist research program examines norm diffusion: how international norms spread through teaching, socialization, and emulation, eventually becoming internalized and taken-for-granted.³⁵ The assumption is that participation in international institutions and engagement with the international community gradually socializes states into accepting prevailing norms. Applied to China, this logic suggested that increased participation in international institutions would socialize Chinese elites into accepting liberal norms regarding human rights, sovereignty, market economics, and environmental protection.

The evidence demonstrates not norm socialization but norm resistance. China has systematically resisted Western human rights norms, instead promoting alternative concepts of "human rights with Chinese characteristics" that prioritize economic and social rights over civil and political rights. Chinese officials actively contest sovereignty norms, promoting the principle of non-interference while simultaneously interfering in other states when Chinese interests are at stake. Chinese economic practices continue to violate liberal market norms regarding state-owned enterprises, industrial subsidies, and intellectual property protection.

Even more significantly, China has become a norm entrepreneur, actively promoting alternative norms in international institutions. The concept of "democracy with Chinese characteristics" challenges liberal democratic norms. The "Community of Common Destiny for Mankind" offers an alternative to liberal internationalism. The principle of "cyber sovereignty" legitimizes internet censorship and control. These are not mere rhetorical flourishes but systematic efforts to reshape international normative structures to align with Chinese interests and values.³⁶

The failure of norm diffusion reveals constructivism's neglect of power dynamics. Norms do not float freely in some ideational ether, gradually socializing all participants. Rather, powerful states promote norms that serve their interests and resist norms that constrain them. The United States promoted human rights norms when doing so served American geopolitical interests (undermining communist regimes) but selectively violated those norms when security interests demanded (Guantanamo, rendition, torture). China's resistance to liberal norms and promotion of alternative norms reflects growing power that enables norm entrepreneurship rather than norm acceptance.

Constructivists also underestimate cultural and civilizational factors that shape norm receptivity. Western liberal norms emerged from specific historical contexts—the Enlightenment, the Protestant Reformation, the development of capitalism, the experience of colonial expansion—that are not universal. Assuming that these norms will naturally diffuse to non-Western societies ignores cultural heterogeneity and the possibility that civilizational foundations might generate fundamentally different normative frameworks. Chinese civilization's emphasis on hierarchy, harmony, collectivism, and historical continuity generates social norms that conflict with Western liberalism's emphasis on equality, dissent, individualism, and progress.

1.4.3 Missing Power Dynamics

Perhaps constructivism's most fundamental flaw is its neglect of material power and coercion in shaping ideas and identities. While Wendt acknowledges that ideas require material capabilities for implementation, constructivists typically treat ideational and material factors as analytically separable and often prioritize the former. This produces analyses where norms, identities, and social structures float free of material foundations, leading to profound misunderstandings of how power shapes normative orders.

China's success in resisting Western norms while promoting alternatives correlates directly with its material power growth. When China was weak and dependent on Western markets, technology, and capital in the 1980s-1990s, Chinese officials paid lip service to liberal norms and made limited accommodations to Western demands. As Chinese power has grown, norm resistance has increased correspondingly. Beijing now openly challenges Western normative frameworks and promotes alternatives without fear of significant retaliation. This suggests that norm acceptance or resistance depends primarily on power distributions rather than socialization effects.

Coercion plays a far greater role in norm promotion than constructivists acknowledge. Western human rights norms spread globally not primarily through moral persuasion but through conditionalities attached to aid, trade agreements, and institutional membership. When powerful states or institutions condition benefits on norm acceptance, weaker states comply—but this is coerced compliance rather than internalized acceptance. As China's power grows and it offers alternative sources of aid and investment without normative conditionalities, many developing countries abandon commitments to liberal norms, revealing that acceptance was always instrumental rather than constitutive.

The relationship between power and identity construction further complicates constructivist claims. Constructivists argue that identities are socially constructed through interaction, but they rarely acknowledge how power shapes which identities become salient and how they are interpreted. Chinese identity as a "century of humiliation" victim or as a resurging great power are not spontaneously emerging social constructions but narratives promoted by political elites using state power. The CCP's propaganda apparatus, censorship mechanisms, and control over education systematically construct Chinese identity in ways that serve regime interests. This is not social construction through open dialogue but hegemonic identity imposition through state power.

Alastair Iain Johnston's careful empirical research on Chinese socialization into international institutions found minimal evidence of genuine norm internalization. Instead, Chinese compliance with international norms appeared strategic and instrumental, designed to maintain institutional access and avoid reputational costs while preserving maximum freedom of action.³⁷ This finding undermines constructivism's core claim about socialization effects and supports realist arguments about strategic behavior shaped by material interests.

1.5: Power Transition Theory's Determinism

1.5.1 The Thucydides Trap Fallacy

Graham Allison's popularization of "Thucydides's Trap" represents power transition theory's most prominent application to China's rise. Drawing on Thucydides's observation that "it was the rise of Athens and the fear that this instilled in Sparta that made war inevitable," Allison argues that history demonstrates a strong tendency toward war when rising powers challenge established hegemons. His study claims that in 16 historical cases of power transitions, 12 resulted in war—a 75% probability that suggests U.S.-China conflict may be inevitable absent extraordinary diplomatic efforts.³⁸

This thesis suffers from profound methodological and theoretical problems. First, the case selection is highly questionable. Critics like Joseph Nye point out





1.5.2 Linear Transition Assumptions






1.5.3 Western-Centric Variables






Conclusion: The Necessity of Alternative Frameworks
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