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ABSTRACT  
To address the pluralising dynamics of global governance, this study 
engages with a plurality of perspectives. A plurality of perspectives 
can be engaged in knowledge production on two levels. First, 
multiple perspectives in international relations studies are applied 
to transcend the narrow ontological, epistemological, and 
normative underpinnings of one’s own go-to-perspectives. And 
second, different perspectives of political actors are chosen as 
one’s objects of study in their own right. Using qualitative (partly 
AI-assisted) content analysis and the relational perspectives of 
Agonism and Confucian relationalism, this study empirically 
analyses Chinese, BRICS, and ASEAN Regional Forum visions for 
multilateral global governance. These cases serve as examples of 
engaging with a plurality of perspectives and contributions to 
international relations debates on pluralism. They enable us to 
examine how, from relational perspectives, peace is embedded in 
multilateral global governance, thus also contributing to 
discussions on relationalism, peace, and multilateralism.
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Introduction

The world is pluralising with regard to actors, ideas, norms, and practices of global gov
ernance. The world has always been plural; however, such splintering dynamics are easier 
to perceive during moments of passing cultural, ideational, and/or material preponder
ance, if not hegemony. This study explores how international relations (IR) studies can 
fully appreciate ongoing pluralisation and analyse it in all its inevitable contradictory mes
siness. In 2008, Patrick Thaddeus Jackson posed the perennial question of ‘whether the 
knowledge that academic researchers produce is in some sense a reflection of the 
world, or whether it is irreducibly a perspective on the world.’ Jackson called for the 
social sciences (and IR) to ‘embrace its own perspectival character instead of seeking to 
dispense with it’ (Jackson 2008, 130, 146). The present study meets this call. We argue 
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that IR scholars would benefit from diversifying their focus and engaging with a plurality 
of alternative ontological and normative positions in their knowledge production. They 
should not fixate on one ontological position or privilege the normative prescriptions 
that accompany it. IR studies already comprise ‘a plural, and pluralist field’ (Rengger 
2015). One need simply to tap into its full potential.

Following the pluralist stance on IR, one should not just tolerate a plurality of theories, 
approaches, and ‘-isms’, but actually encourage them (Qin 2018), adopting them as starting 
points of one’s enquiry. However, ‘confronting mainstream assumptions deeply seeded in 
atomistic ontologies is far from easy’ (Querejazu 2022, 877). This is because a plurality of 
perspectives escapes epistemological certainty and conformity of interpretation. A plurality 
of perspectives can be engaged in knowledge production on two levels: (1) applying mul
tiple perspectives in IR studies as tools of analysis to transcend the narrow ontological, epis
temological, and normative underpinnings of one’s own go-to-perspectives; and (2) 
choosing different perspectives of political actors as one’s objects of analysis. By doing so, 
one gains a multifaceted understanding of the social world and all that it inhabits.

This study seeks to understand how peace is multilaterally co-created among states in a 
pluralising world. Mario Telò (2023) argues that multilateralism and peace are essentially 
embedded and co-constitutive. Because understandings of peace are not one, but plural, 
there are different perspectives on how multilateralism and peace are embedded. From 
a liberal perspective, multilateralism has been identified as the rule of law and the liberal 
norms that would enable peace among and within states. However, the correlation 
between multilateralism and peace appears broken. New sites of multilateral partnerships, 
institutions, and forums have emerged in the fields of security, development, economy, and 
trade (Acharya, Estevadeordal, and Goodman 2023, 2359–2360). For example, several insti
tutions have been launched to parallel, replicate, side-step, and complement the post-1945 
multilateral initiatives. These include the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation (SCO 1996), 
Boao Forum (2001), BRICS (2009), Belt-Road Initiative (2013), Comprehensive and Progress
ive Agreement for Trans-Pacific Partnership (CPTTP, 2018), AUKUS (2021), Regional Compre
hensive Economic Partnership (RCEP, 2022), Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB 
2016), and Board of Peace (2025). Nonetheless, conflict is increasing. Mere multilateral 
co-operation does not produce peace; not even multilateral initiatives, which have the ulti
mate objective of enhancing peace, have achieved this. However, this failure does not mean 
that it cannot achieve peace. Therefore, the present study seeks to understand how peace 
may be embedded in multilateral global governance.

The two perspectives discussed in this study are Chantall Mouffe’s agonism and Qin 
Yaging’s Confucian relationalism. Both perspectives can be characterised as relational. 
Although they depart from different understandings of how ‘self’ and ‘other’ are 
related to each other, they are ultimately based on ‘ontology of relations’ (Nordin, 
Smith, and Bunskoek 2019, 572). Therefore, one is primed to focus on global governance 
as multilateral – or multi-bilateral – relations between actors with different ontological, 
normative, and epistemological positions. These perspectives provide alternative insights 
into the dynamics of multilateral relations, and how the management of these relations 
may provide peace. Finally, they accentuate pluralism and open analytical windows 
specifically to the relationships among the plurality of political actors, all with their 
own perspectives, theories, and normative dispositions. Most importantly, even though 
both entail their own normativity, they enable us to understand normative plurality not 
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just as disruptive but as essential for order. After all, relational approaches, as Amaya 
Querejazu suggests, ‘can change the rules of the game and foster a plural IR’ (Querejazu 
2022, 877).

The remainder of this paper is organised as follows. The next section discusses engage
ment with a plurality of perspectives in IR. Then, we introduce the perspective of agonism, 
followed by a case study engaging a plurality of perspectives as a tool of analysis by 
applying the perspective of agonism to the study of the BRICS1 (BRICS +  in its current 
extended form) vision for multilateral global governance. Thereafter, we introduce the 
perspective of Confucian relationalism and then engage with a plurality of perspectives 
as the objects of analysis. Specifically, we study the perspective of Confucian relationalism 
present in Chinese foreign-policy elites’ and ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF)2 visions for 
multilateral global governance. The sources selected for the empirical case studies 
include: (1) speeches of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of 
China (MFA) from the beginning of 2022 to the end of March 2024, and (2) nine 
(mainly heads-of-state) declarations, joint statements, final outcome documents, and 
reports published in relation to the following BRICS and ARF summits: 

. BRICS: June 2022, Beijing (virtual); August 2023, Johannesburg; June 2024, meeting of 
BRICS Ministers of Foreign Affairs/International Relations, setting the agenda for the 
October 2024 summit in Kazan.

. ARF: August 2022, Phnom Penh; July 2023, Jakarta.

The sources were thematised and analysed using qualitative content analysis. The 
process was both inductive and deductive, employing manual coding and coding assisted 
by OpenAI’s large language model (LLM) integrated into ATLAS.ti Web. AI-assisted coding 
was used to narrow down the sample size of Chinese speeches and to guide the manual 
coding. For a complete description of the process and methods of intentional AI coding, 
refer to the separate Methodological Appendix (Appendix 1). The Appendix also discusses 
the main concepts of the study, namely, global governance and peace.

Engaging with a plurality of perspectives

Academic epistemological assumptions on what world order is and how relations are 
organised within or without that order for the purposes of global governance rely on 
the theories one chooses to use. Thus, one ends up with very different interpretations 
of order, relations, and transformative dynamics when viewing these phenomena from 
the perspective of liberalism as opposed to the viewpoints of realism, constructivism, 
Marxism, or feminism. These are only a fraction of ‘-isms’ at one’s disposal when consider
ing the social sciences more broadly. These ‘-isms’ may be fractured into narrower per
spectives on IR, such as offensive realism and neoliberalism. Moreover, an infinite 
number of perspectives are specialised and designed to gaze at specific phenomena, 
such as securitisation, focusing on speech acts or ‘everydayism’ on peace. Whether 
general or specialised and focused on the macro or micro level, they are all equal in 
that they have explanatory power in their own way. Each opens different interpretive 
windows for the objects of our gaze and emphasises different aspects of social life. The 
flip side of this is that each perspective is limited in that it is culturally and contextually 
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bound; it necessarily entails a simplification and interpretation of a complex reality. For 
scholars, multiple perspectives offer theoretical, ontological, normative, and methodo
logical lenses of the social world.

The plurality of perspectives that IR scholars can hold is compounded by the plurality 
of perspectives and normative positions held by the plurality of political actors. In 
addition, it is conceivable for one actor to hold multiple, mutually contradictory perspec
tives, considering that the perspectives themselves may be messy combinations of ontol
ogies, epistemologies, practices, and norms. Moreover, perspectives are contingent on, 
and pliable to, change everyday interactions and diplomacy. This plurality of perspectives 
naturally aligns with social constructivism, addressing ‘the ontological – epistemological 
questions of constructivism in describing the bodies of knowledge developed over 
human history as social constructs that do not reflect an objective external world’ (Cost
antino, Thompson, and Bales 2008). However, even if one does not subscribe to social 
constructivism, one cannot deny or escape the existence of the plurality of perspectives.

Instead, one needs to cope with them and preferably avoid a universalising normative 
ethos – for example, of what is considered peace and prerequisites for peace – while 
doing so. A further step would be to accept that each perspective offers a necessarily 
limited view. A giant leap further would be to embrace and engage them. Such engage
ment entails (1) being open and willing to apply different kinds of perspectives in IR 
studies to transcend the narrow ontological, epistemological, and normative underpin
nings of our own go-to-perspective(s), and (2) being open and willing to choose 
different perspectives of political actors as objects of study in their own right, without 
trying to fit them from one’s own perspective or dismissing them if they do not fit. As 
different perspectives offer different viewpoints, combining, comparing, and contrasting 
them aids understanding of the ongoing pluralisation of social worlds.

The prescription seems simple but is not as straightforward as it appears. A ‘fractiverse’ 
is a concept in which there can be no ‘overarching logic or liberal institutions, diplomatic 
or otherwise, to mediate between the different realities’ (Law 2015, 127). This concept pin
points the inability to fully understand different perspectives – or constructions of the 
social world. One’s own go-to-perspectives have a considerable hold (Bowden and 
Green 2010), acting as filters when trying to analyse and apply other perspectives. Trans
cending these filters requires reflexivity as ’the act  of examining one’s own assumption, 
belief, and judgement systems, and thinking carefully and critically about how these 
influence the research process’ (Jamieson, Govaart, and Pownall 2023, 1). It also requires 
re-relating, that is, ‘careful listening, empathy, and relational sensibility’ (Kurki 2022, 828). 
Astrid Nordin et al. (Nordin, Smith, and Bunskoek 2019, 577–578) summarise this suc
cinctly as ‘a sensibility that emphasizes receptivity, without the guarantee of reception’.

Engaging a plurality of perspectives answers the call for (re)centring peripheral voices 
(López-Deflory, Perron, and Miró-Bonet 2022). However, it also inevitably brings different, 
even antagonising, voices together. As Daniel J. Levine and David M. McCourt (2018, 94) 
note, ‘those different voices will often disagree, even to the point of mutual incomprehen
sibility or essential contestation’. This could also describe several multilateral initiatives for 
global governance, yet many of these assemblies manage to maintain, produce, and 
enhance peace among their members. Relational perspectives could shed light on this 
conundrum. Relational perspectives mandate ‘tolerance of at least as much diversity 
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and contradictions as evident in the social relations being narrated’ (Kavalski 2018, 401). 
Therefore, the perspectives engaged with in this study are relational.

The early ‘relational turn’ in IR in the late 1990s was inspired by a distinction between 
‘substantialism’ and ‘relationalism’, as introduced in relational sociology. More recent dis
cussion on pluriversal relationality has focused on metatheoretical questions and ‘conver
sations across multiple relational ontologies’ (Kurki 2022, 823). It has emphasised ‘that 
international relations are not comprised of relations between self-contained units but 
are constituted by relations which precede them’ (Trownsell, Chadha Behera, and Shani 
2022, 788). Milja Kurki discusses ‘relational cosmology’ that enables one to rethink 
Western modernist rationalism by the ‘development of new conversations between poly
phonic experiences of relationalities’. It calls for, in addition to relationality, ‘also more 
situated approaches to knowledge construction’ recognising ‘the historical particularity 
and dominance of specific types of knowledge constructions’ that are ‘embedded in 
various religious, colonial, and cosmological knowledge constructions’ (Kurki 2022, 
822). This study focuses specifically on two relational perspectives: agonism and Confu
cian relationalism. These perspectives are utilised as lenses to study the linkages 
between multilateral global governance and peace.

Perspective of agonism

The term ‘agon(ism)’ derives from the ancient Greek term ‘agōn’, which means ‘gathering’ 
or ‘assembly’, but refers also to a ‘struggle’ or ‘contest’ between two opponents, or the self 
and other. Several prominent political philosophers of the twentieth century, such as 
Hannah Arendt, Michel Foucault, William Connolly, Bonnie Honig, and Chantal Mouffe, 
have referred to this term in their political theories (Lehti 2025). However, only Mouffe 
has explicitly discussed agonism in relation to the global order, although only in one aca
demic essay (Mouffe 2009). Primarily, Mouffe’s agonistic pluralism discusses democratic 
societies’ ability to cope with the ever-present threat of antagonism (Wenman 2013, 
181–2). More recently, agonism has been associated with conflict transformation (Ström
bom and Bramsen 2022), peacebuilding (Lehti 2025), peace mediation (Lehti 2019), and 
peace agreements (Strömbom, Bramsen, and Stein 2022).

Mouffe’s agonistic pluralism focuses on how to organise political interaction in a way 
that enables coping with ever-present antagonism or ressentiment (Lehti 2025). In par
ticular, it focuses on how to prevent the emergence of violent polarisations and funda
mentalism and transmute experiences of radical antagonism into agonism without 
subverting differences and without being lured back to the hegemony of antagonising 
narratives (Mouffe 2000; Wenman 2013, 109–111, 193–7). Thus, as Mark Wenman explains, 
quoting Mouffe, a prerequisite for agonistic pluralism is ‘an ensemble of practices, dis
course and institutions which seek to establish a certain order and organize human coex
istence in conditions that are always potentially conflictual’ (Wenman 2013, 200).

In Mouffe’s agonistic system of practices, discourses, and institutions, peace can be 
understood as an ability to engage with the other / them in such a way that they are 
no longer perceived as an enemy to be destroyed, but an ‘adversary’ – that is, somebody 
whose ideas one combats, but whose right to defend those ideas one does not put into 
question (Mouffe 2000, 100–102). Mouffe does not discuss peace. Rather, the term 
agonistic peace is introduced by Rosemary Shinko (2008). According to Shinko (2008, 
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478), ‘agonistic practices are formulated as a way to provide political spaces where the 
friend / enemy dichotomy can be overridden and reframed as an encounter between 
adversaries’. What differentiates adversaries from enemies are the relational aspects of 
respect and the granting of recognition to the position of an opponent that is needed 
for achieving ‘a conversion that grants legitimacy to an adversary’ (Shinko 2008, 478– 
480). Achieving agonistic recognition or respect among adversaries (Monforte and 
Smith 2020, 8) is regarded as a condition for agonistic peace. Agonism, therefore, refers 
to the type of relationship between actors.

For an agonistic relationship, there must be a system of agonistic practices, as Mouffe 
writes, which may also be called a system of peace. The agonistic system of peace is rela
tional and transformational; however, transformation is neither unidirectional nor defini
tive. It should be understood merely as a constitutive, continuous, and contingent 
capability or virtue of agonistic politics to maintain self-sufficient peace (Lehti and Roma
shov 2022). Therefore, the theory of agonism abandons the Kantian desire for universal 
redemption and perpetual peace, which has constituted a core epistemological and onto
logical foundation of the liberal peace imperative to develop and justify global peace gov
ernance. Instead, agonism considers peace systems to be the outcome of contingent and 
context-specific societal complexes (Lehti 2025).

Mouffe (2009) adapts the agonistic theory of democracy to the global context. Mouffe’s 
agonistic world system is multipolar (or even multiorder), comprising several large 
regional units that constitute their own hegemonic orders. Thus, an agonistic world 
system is non-hegemonic in terms of material and normative power, and multilateral 
relations are required to co-create peace among multiple orders. The regional units, 
meanwhile, are hegemonic, and in this regard, the interpretation of democracy is funda
mentally different when it refers to a world of states than when it refers to the political 
system within states. The agonistic order is non-hegemonic in the sense of ideational 
power because there is no imposition of one economic and political model as the only 
legitimate one. The order is pluralistic, consisting of diverse moral and political units, 
all with different cultures and values, multiple modernities, and interpretations of 
(common) values, such as human rights and democracy. In an agonistic world order, mul
tilateral sites of global governance facilitate political struggles over values, practices, and 
powers (Mouffe 2009, 552–3, 556–9, 561). Thus, they provide avenues for ‘legitimate, 
“agonistic” forms of conflict to avoid the explosion of antagonistic ones’ (Mouffe 2009, 
552). In other words, states interact as rivals, not enemies, and peace is upheld by a ‘mul
tiplicity of pragmatic multilateral agreements which will always remain precarious and 
contingent’ (Mouffe 2009, 556).

Applying the agonistic perspective to the BRICS vision for global governance

BRICS has recently gained significant attention in Western media as its member states 
include all major ‘non-Western’ powers and, in its extended form, BRICS+ covers over 
50% of the world’s population (BRICS Expands to 56% of World Population, 44% of 
Global GDP 2025). BRICS is an informal inter-governmental institution which operates 
according to its self-asserted spirit of mutual respect and understanding, sovereign equal
ity, solidarity, democracy, openness, inclusiveness, strengthened collaboration, and con
sensus (BRICS Information Centre 2023). BRICS has been criticised for being more vocal 
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about what it is against, rather than for presenting a positive vision of its own for future 
global governance and world order (Beeson and Zeng 2018, 1972; Patrick 2024). Some 
analysts, like Alexander Baunov, claim that especially after Russia’s presidency of BRICS 
in 2024 and the expansion of the group, BRICS has become little more than an ‘anti- 
Western’ club with an ‘anti-liberal’ agenda (Baunov 2024). However, BRICS members, 
such as Brazil, India, and South Africa, have adamantly rejected such characterisations 
(Delcourt 2025). Nonetheless, it would be dismissive to claim that BRICS has not promoted 
a vision of global governance that resembles its own values and operating principles (for a 
table summarising this vision, see Appendix 2, Table 1).

The BRICS vision for global governance calls for more ‘responsive, effective, transpar
ent, democratic, objective, action-oriented, solution-oriented and credible’ multilateral 
organisations; with more inclusive instruments; and based on ‘inclusive consultation 
and collaboration’ (BRICS Information Centre 2022). Inclusiveness is one of the most fre
quently used concepts in BRICS documents. Inclusiveness is emphasised in relation to 
peace processes and resolution ‘of differences and disputes through dialogue and inclus
ive consultations’ (BRICS Information Centre 2023). It is also emphasised in relation to mul
tilateral global governance, as is evident from the XV BRICS Summit theme ‘BRICS and 
Africa: Partnership for Mutually Accelerated Growth, Sustainable Development and Inclus
ive Multilateralism’. BRICS documents use the term particularly in the sense of ‘greater and 
more meaningful participation of developing and least developed countries, especially in 
Africa, in global decision-making processes and structures’ (BRICS Information Centre 
2022). According to Roberta Rodrigues Marques da Silva and Eduardo Rodrigues 
Gomes, BRICS, as a ‘transregional advocacy coalition’ originally united around the follow
ing claim: ‘the inclusion of emerging countries in the main institutions of the Western 
order’ (da Silva and Gomes 2019).

In the Beijing Summit Declaration, a ‘greater representation of emerging markets and 
developing countries, in international organisations and multilateral fora’ is coupled with 
an ‘increasing the role and share of women – in the international organizations’ (BRICS 
Information Centre 2022). Nonetheless, it prioritises states as actors of global governance, 
as women are representatives of states (BRICS Information Centre 2022). This cannot be 
considered the kind of inclusivity extending to underrepresented, vulnerable, and disen
franchised groups and interests, as called for by Johnstone and Lincoln, for example 
(Johnstone and Lincoln 2022, 568). However, BRICS documents state a ‘commitment to 
ensuring the promotion and protection of democracy, human rights and fundamental 
freedoms for all, with the aim to build a brighter shared future for the international com
munity based on mutually beneficial cooperation’ (‘Joint Statement of the BRICS Ministers 
of Foreign Affairs/International Relations’ 2024). The BRICS statement on human rights 
does not extend inclusivity in global governance to actors beyond the state, but suggests 
a pluralist outlook in general, as well as a pluralist outlook within BRICS itself. This is 
because it appears that no one member can dictate the summit declarations’ rhetoric 
alone, despite the reference to the ‘community with a shared future’ in the quote 
above. In summary, the BRICS vision centres on inclusion and pluralism in ways that, 
from an agonistic perspective, resemble Mouffe’s agonistic order.

In policy briefs and research papers, BRICS is routinely assessed from two perspectives: 
international institutionalism and realist power politics. When assessed as an (informal) 
international institution, the emphasis has been on BRICS performance, cohesion, and 

GLOBAL CHANGE, PEACE & SECURITY 7



rationality. For example, scholars have measured the performance and effectiveness of 
BRICS policies and declared that the results are mixed at best. Stewart Patrick, for 
example, writes of the BRICS New Development Bank and the Contingent Reserve 
Arrangement that ‘[n]either has made a big splash’. The same applies to BRICS efforts 
to ‘create a global reserve currency’ as well as other ‘BRICS aspirations to rewire the infra
structure of globalization’ (Patrick 2024).

BRICS is also characterised as (too) heterogeneous (Laïdi 2012; Patrick 2024) and intern
ally divided by, for example, ‘tensions between democracies and autocracies’ (Ferragamo 
2025), to the extent that the cohesion of the institution is doubted. By contrast, Papa et al. 
argue that the BRICS partnership does not warrant homogeneity, but rather a will to 
‘partner around issues of interest’ (Papa, Han, and O’Donnell 2023, 981). However, even 
the existence of this will is called into question. Scholars have emphasised BRICS 
members’ commitment to narrow national interests which often contradict each other 
(Laïdi 2012, 615), their deep-seated rivalries which have multiplied with the introduction 
of new members (Ferragamo 2025; Patrick 2024), and unresolved territorial claims 
(Beeson and Zeng 2018, 1969). This is believed to impact members’ ability to put aside 
their differences and take collective stances and actions when their interests align, as 
would be the rational choice.

From the perspective of the realist balance of power, BRICS is portrayed as merely a 
tool for Chinese and sometimes Russian power politics. Power disparities between 
BRICS members, especially China’s dominance, are also believed to affect its cohesion 
and undermine its commitment to consensus-based decision making (Beeson and 
Zeng 2018, 1968; Papa, Han, and O’Donnell 2023, 962; Patrick 2024). Again, Papa et al. 
counter these criticisms and point out that ‘less powerful states have actively contributed 
to BRICS cooperation on political economy and coshaped this agenda’ (Papa, Han, and 
O’Donnell 2023, 975). In addition, from a critical decolonial perspective, the asymmetrical 
power relations do not complicate just the relations between BRICS members but BRICS 
relations with developing countries. Laurent Delcourt, for example, argues that despite all 
the ‘rhetoric of South-South solidarity’, the co-operation ‘between the BRICS and other 
developing countries is characterized by unequal exchange, resembling the North– 
South relationship’. Economic co-operation reinforces the ‘subordinate position of 
African countries in the international division of labour’ and locks ‘them into an almost 
exclusive role as exporters of raw materials and importers of manufactured goods’. This 
is ‘neoliberalism with Southern characteristics’. From a critical perspective, BRICS repro
duces North–South inequalities and socio-economic injustices and introduces new 
layers of imperialism and colonialism in the Global South (Delcourt 2025).

All these analytical perspectives are valid and contribute to a more multifaceted under
standing of BRICS and its attitudes towards multilateral global governance. However, 
adding the perspective of agonism could shed more light on how peace is multilaterally 
co-created within the BRICS approach to multilateralism. The institution comprises a het
erogeneous group of states vying for power and influence, and not only potentially but at 
times openly antagonistic to each other. However, according to Mouffe, antagonism is an 
‘ever present possibility’, and thus, a way to defuse the antagonism into agonism is 
needed (Mouffe 2009, 549, 551). Accordingly, BRICS provides its members with an agon
istic platform to play out the politics of difference with mutual agonistic respect. From an 
agonistic perspective, the focus is on agonistic encounters between BRICS member states 
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under the umbrella of BRICS, and these inclusive and pluralistic encounters enhance 
peace.

BRICS describes itself as an ‘equal partnership of diverse countries with independent 
views’, and respect for diversity is manifested in the decision-making ‘in full consultation 
and consensus’ (BRICS Information Centre 2023). The principle of decision-making by con
sensus allows room for dissent because consensus is not forced on members. Thus, from 
an agonistic perspective, both the platform and its practices can be viewed as something 
that minimises the risk of violent conflicts between member states,  as mutual relationality 
taking on an agonistic form. From this perspective, the disadvantages of poor perform
ance and concrete collective stance are minor. However, as the agonistic perspective dic
tates, peaceful relations between BRICS members are ‘precarious and contingent’ (Mouffe 
2009, 556). Moreover, agonism within BRICS does not guarantee agonism in BRICS 
relations with the West or developing countries.

The BRICS approach to peace does not imply active conflict resolution and mediation 
engagement beyond ‘dialogue and consultation’, and one may presume that this holds 
true for conflicts in which BRICS members do and do not participate. Within BRICS 
itself, peace appears to be more about the ability to engage with other members, 
foster mutual respect, and create stable relationships between them. From the perspec
tive of agonism, BRICS is an agonistic peace system that has functioned despite the plur
ality of understandings of peace that BRICS members are likely to hold. For example, 
among the more authoritarian BRICS members, understandings of peace allow for author
itarian peace and conflict management (Lewis, Heathershaw, and Megoran 2018) at 
home, including the use of violence and the exclusion of civil society.

Perspective of Confucian relationalism

While Mouffe has only taken a brief detour into IR, Qin’s interpretation of Confucian rela
tionalism is a more fully fleshed out attempt to provide a relational explanation of global 
governance as ‘both an alternative and a complementary governing model’ to rules- 
based governance (Qin 2016, 42). In a rules-based order, rules are devised to govern 
the behaviour of actors, because the actors do not trust each other to overcome their 
egoist human nature. In relational governance, the focus is on governing the relations 
between actors, due to the social world being ‘one of relations and a good and sustain
able order thus depends upon the harmonization of relations among actors who are 
different and have different interests’ (Qin 2016, 43). Qin stresses the processual nature 
of global governance, arguing that relational governance ‘is a process of negotiating 
sociopolitical arrangements that manage complex relationships in a community to 
produce order so that members behave in a reciprocal and cooperative manner with 
mutual trust evolved over a shared understanding of social norms and human morality’ 
(Qin 2016, 43).

According to Qin, the Confucian-inspired relational theory of world politics represents 
‘a worldview, a way of thinking and doing, and a perspective’ (Qin 2016, 35). According to 
Fei Xiaotong, the Chinese view social relationships like ‘ripples formed from a stone 
thrown into a lake’ (Fei, Hamilton, and Zheng 1992, 65). Each circle spreads from the 
centre (i.e. the self) all the time, becoming more distant and less significant. In other 
words, the relationships ‘vary in degrees of intimacy and importance’, although the 
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two are not necessarily intertwined. A close ally or partner may lose in importance to a 
distant enemy (Qin 2018, 118, 214–215). The overlapping ripples form the complex total
ity of social context for each actor, while each actor is related to, interdependent on, and 
inclusive of all other actors. Together, the context and actors form the social world.

Confucian relationality holds that social actors base their actions on the nature of their 
relationships with ‘specific others, with the totality of her relational circles or the relational 
context as the background’ (Qin 2018, 207–208). Neither the social context nor the 
relationships are static, but rather constantly in motion, and hence managing the relations 
between oneself and others is ‘of utmost importance in politics as well as in society’ (Qin 
2016, 37; 2018, 118, 224). This is even more relevant in today’s international political 
system, in which states are forced to be in some relation – positive, neutral, or negative 
– to each other, despite differences in norms, values, identity, and geographical distance 
(Qin 2018, 145–146). Qin concludes that interrelatedness of diverse actors is unavoidable. 
Moreover, from the Confucian relational perspective, such diversity is not only tolerated 
but also recognised and respected; that is, inclusiveness and pluralism (Qin 2018, 227, 
229). Management of relations between diverse actors includes manipulating and enlar
ging one’s relational circles. Through skilful manipulation of the enabling and constrain
ing context and relations between oneself and others, actors seek not only to attain their 
interests and objectives but also to uphold a stable political and social order (Qin 2016, 38; 
2018, 224, 226, 230, 232).

The main difference between the perspectives of agonism and Confucian relationalism 
concerns the relationship between the self and others. Agonism is premised on how to 
cope with the dichotomy of the self and ‘a negative and antagonist “other”’, which 
cannot be dissolved, only temporarily diluted or suspended through agonism. From 
the Confucian perspective, there is no unavoidable antagonism, but instead harmony. 
If antagonism appears, it is a deviation from harmony due to failures in the management 
of relations and the relational context. Polarities exist but are interrelated, complemen
tary, and inclusive (Qin 2018, 170–171, 176). In their own ways, both perspectives empha
sise the relationality of peace.

Qin’s Confucian relationalism is not equivalent to the Confucian international system 
that existed in East Asia for centuries before the Opium Wars (1839–1842 and 1856– 
1860). This system did not embrace pluralism, quite the contrary. The ’Long Confucian 
Peace’ the order produced was more akin to democratic peace, that is, peace among a 
group of ideologically like-minded states, as Gigante, Joshua, and Druckman (2026) 
argue. It was a hierarchy in which the core was reserved for states that shared the 
same Confucian culture and ideas. Relations within the core were relatively (but not 
entirely) peaceful and managed by a mutual set of rules; while relations with societies 
that resisted Confucianism were managed by another set of rules, and much less peaceful 
(Kang 2010, 8–10). This historical Confucian order is the antithesis of the modern Confu
cian relational perspective, at least as it is expressed in Chinese foreign policy texts depict
ing the Chinese vision for global governance, as the next section shows.

Confucian relationalism in the Chinese vision of global governance

In the Chinese foreign-policy elite’s vision (for a table summarising this vision, see Appen
dix 2. Table 2), global governance is organised around partnerships instead of alliances. 
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China’s ‘Partnership without alliances’ has been interpreted more as ‘multi-bilateralism’, 
as Marina Rudyak (2021) argues, than multilateralism. Moreover, partnerships in 
Chinese thinking come in grades: ‘all-weather strategic partners, comprehensive strategic 
partners, and strategic partners’ (Qin 2018, 149). This is in line with the idea of levels of 
intimacy from the Confucian relational perspective. Partnership without alliances is a 
‘new type of international relations’, championed by President Xi Jinping at the BRICS 
Business Forum in 2022 (Xi 2022b), among other events. As the former Minister of 
Foreign Affairs of China, Yang Jiechi, explains, this new type of IR is a global network of 
(bilateral) partnerships (Yang 2015).

In this vision, countries are interconnected, preferably through the Belt and Road 
Initiative, which aspires to connect ‘Asia with Africa and Europe via land and maritime net
works along six corridors’ (BRI Official Website, n.d.). Ultimately, all countries, peoples, and 
individuals should acknowledge their interdependence and aspire to greater unity, or a 
‘community with a shared future for mankind’. Promoting this community is inscribed 
in the Chinese constitution (The State Council of the People’s Republic of China n.d.), 
and elaborated in a white paper as navigation ‘towards greater harmony’ and a ‘world 
that enjoys lasting peace, universal security, and common prosperity, turning people’s 
longing for a better life into reality’ (‘A Global Community of Shared Future: China’s 
Proposals and Actions’ 2023). Emphasising the interconnectedness of relators as well as 
harmonious relations between them, the Chinese approach to multilateral (or multi-bilat
eral) global governance rhetorically displays the perspective of Confucian relationalism.

China makes the distinction between multilateralism and ‘true multilateralism’ – a 
concept frequently invoked in the Chinese MFA speeches. For example, at the 2022 
G20 Foreign Ministers’ Meeting, the Minister of Foreign Affairs, Wang Yi, reminded that 
the group originated from the conviction that ‘through continued partnership, 
cooperation, and multilateralism’, G20 could overcome any challenges thrown in their 
way. However, when one actor or group begins to impose rules on others, without 
equal consultation, that is ‘the antithesis of multilateralism’ (Wang 2022). All international 
rules should be equally drafted. In other words, democracy in the sense of participation in 
global governance, not in the sense of a political system of an individual state. Democra
tisation, in this sense, can be argued to be essential for world and domestic peace because 
the exclusiveness of the current hegemonic system fuels conflicts and impedes the devel
opment of fragile states (Yuan 2022, 1807).

However, occasionally the rhetoric of democracy is betrayed by rhetoric of China as a 
‘responsible major country’ (Le 2022) and the idea that major countries play a special role 
in global governance. They ‘take the lead in upholding equality, cooperation and the rule 
of law’ (Qin 2023a); ‘lead by example in honoring equality, cooperation, good faith and 
the rule of law, and act in a way befitting their status’ (Xi 2022c); and ‘safeguard inter
national peace and security’ (Le 2022). A concrete instance of this is the establishment 
of the International Organization for Mediation (IOMed) to ‘fill an institutional gap in inter
national mediation and serve as an important public good in the field of the rule of law for 
better global governance’ (Wang 2025). This focus on rules-based order and major power 
responsibilities displays the perspective of hegemonic stability theory (HST) (Kindleberger 
1981) rather than modern Confucian relationalism, and is just one example among many 
of the Chinese foreign-policy elites switching between perspectives, such as Confucian 
relationalism, HST, or ‘party-state realism’ (Tsang 2020), in different contexts.
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Democracy and greater participation are tied to another value frequently invoked by the 
Chinese MFA representatives: ‘inclusiveness’. The connotations of this concept appear to 
shift slightly across contexts and audiences. At times, inclusiveness refers to the inclusion 
of all states in global governance, as all ‘countries should join hands together to answer 
the question of our times’ (Xi 2022d). It is also presented as a feature of some of the multi
lateral organisations in which China participates, such as BRICS (Xi 2022a), as well as a remin
der that all countries are welcome to join Chinese initiatives, such as the Global Security 
Initiative (GSI) (see: The Global Security Initiative Concept Paper 2023) (Nong 2023). 
These instances refer to states. In conjunction with the theme of peace, inclusiveness 
also refers to peaceful coexistence, mutual learning, and harmony between civilisations 
(Qin 2023b; Xi 2023), thus hinting at inclusiveness in the Confucian sense (Qin 2016, 40).

Inclusiveness embraces not only the idea of the plurality of actors but also their plur
alism. As Andrew Hurrell notes, the recognition of differences and diversity has long been 
the objective of emerging powers (Hurrell 2018, 100). In China, pluralism is also connected 
with the Chinese concept of harmony: ‘In ancient times the Chinese civilization advocated 
harmony without uniformity, promoted inclusiveness, valued harmonious coexistence, 
and pursued universal peace’ (Yang 2015). Harmony is a prevalent concept in the 
Chinese MFA speeches, which according to Qin: ‘does not mean to converge all 
members of a society into a homogeneous one, but to manage relations among these 
members in such a way that their differences will not lead to conflict and disorder, but 
on the contrary, can add up to stability’ (Qin 2016, 39).

Accordingly, the Chinese vision puts forward the so-called Global Civilization Initiative 
(GCI), which provides a pathway towards a community with a shared future for human
kind, along with the Global Development Initiative (GDI) and Global Security Initiative 
(GSI). The central proposition of the GCI is that while there are aspirations common to 
all people – peace, development, equity, justice, democracy, and freedom – there are 
no universal perceptions of what these aspirations and values mean to different 
people. Hence, all countries and people should seek common ground while preserving 
and respecting these differences (CPC in Dialogue with World Political Parties High- 
Level Meeting 2023). This ability to maintain diversity of peoples, countries, and civilis
ations all the while seeking consensus in culture and values is ‘what the ancient 
Chinese called “harmony in diversity”’,’ as Yu Keping explains (Yu 2021, xvi).

In practice, respect for diversity appears to translate into noninterference. Non-inter
vention/non-interference is one of the main components of the Chinese GSI, which 
aims to eliminate the root causes of international conflict, improve global security govern
ance, encourage joint international efforts to bring more stability and certainty to a vola
tile and changing era, and promote durable peace and development in the world. Non- 
interference is the premise of China’s approach to keeping peace, but also to settling and 
resolving conflicts through ‘dialogue and consultation’. Third parties should mediate and 
facilitate peace talks rather than engage in interventions, ‘unilateral sanctions’, and ‘long- 
arm jurisdiction’ (‘The Global Security Initiative Concept Paper’ 2023). While non-interven
tion is a staple principle of the post-1945 world order, it is evident that the Chinese per
spective on non-intervention is not the same as those actors who endorse deviations from 
this principle in the name of Responsibility to Protect (R2P), for example.

The perspective of Confucian relationalism is amply displayed in the Chinese vision of 
global governance in calls for inclusiveness, pluralism, and recognition of the 
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interconnectedness of states, all of which are necessary to maintain harmony or the Con
fucian concept of peace. This is not the only perspective on display. Furthermore, similar 
to the rhetoric of any state, Chinese speech acts do not necessarily correspond to Chinese 
conduct in IR. This perspective nevertheless provides one way to examine the conundrum 
of how multilateral global governance and peace are linked.

However, while Confucian relationalism appears to embrace plural understandings of 
peace among global governance actors, the concept and state of harmony is preordained.

Confucian relationalism in the ARF vision for global governance

The main driver behind the ARF is the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) 
(Acharya 1997, 15) and Confucian relationalism is a perspective applied by ASEAN 
when it comes to managing multilateral global governance within the organisation 
(Qin and Nordin 2019, 608–9). ARF, meanwhile, is one of ASEAN’s relational circles, and 
the Confucian perspective is implicit in the ARF vision of global governance (for a table 
summarising the vision, see Appendix 2, Table 3); its operating principles; and in the 
so-called ‘ASEAN way of multilateralism’ that it practices. The ARF principles of 
‘decision-making by consensus, non-interference and moving at a pace comfortable to 
all’ denote to one of the most fundamental norms and practices of ASEAN: the 
‘comfort level’, meaning that the group makes decisions collectively when – and only 
when – all participants are comfortable with the content of the decisions. If anyone dis
agrees with the decision, it is shelved until a compromise and consensus is reached at 
some point in the future (Qin 2018, 128).

Following Qin, the norm of comfort level is not mere tolerance, but respect for the 
diversity and pluralism of values. Confucian relationalism is a way of managing relations 
between actors (Qin 2018, 231). Confucian relational governance focuses on the relations 
between different actors, and ‘a good and sustainable order thus depends upon the har
monization of relations among actors who are different and have different interests’. Har
monisation is a process of continuous negotiation, consultation, coordination, and 
adjustment to changing circumstances, which necessitates mutual trust between the 
actors (Qin 2016, 43). ARF presents itself as a platform for such harmonising processes, 
‘a venue for constructive dialogue, thereby contributing to peace, stability, and prosperity 
in the region and the world at large’. However, providing a mere platform is not enough, 
and the members are reminded of ‘the importance of creating a favourable environment 
for enhancing cooperation among our countries in keeping with the principles of consen
sus, equality, partnership, consultation, and mutual respect’ (‘Chairman’s Statement of 
The 29th ASEAN Regional Forum’ 2022). In other words, ARF aims not only at harmonising 
the relationships between members, but also at shaping the relational context as well. 
Originally, the purpose of ARF was to ‘create a congenial atmosphere through regular 
multilateral interactions’ (Naidu 2000, 3).

ARF is not a group of like-minded states. Members have joined ARF with different inter
ests and expectations, and some have a long history of animosity with other members. 
From the perspective of realist power politics, the asymmetries of power within ARF 
and the volatile power dynamics between great power members also risk the failure of 
multilateral co-operation (Naidu 2000, 3–6). If some degree of cohesion is considered a 
requisite for multilateral co-operation, ARF is seriously lacking. However, Acharya 
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describes ARF as ‘unambiguously multilateral’ (Acharya 1997, 9). Group heterogeneity is 
the whole point of ARF. The purpose is to build friendships, trust, and security. Acharya 
quotes Winston Lord, former U.S. assistant secretary of state for Asia-Pacific Affairs, char
acterising ARF as an initiative of ‘potential antagonists talking to each other trying to clear 
up any misperceptions, give greater transparency. . . [and] some sense of predictability’ 
(Acharya 1997, 9–10). Thus, the ARF provides a venue for members with potentially 
tense, competitive, and adversarial relations to come together and sit at the same 
table, and ARF operating principles offer tools for managing the relations between 
members.

Viewing ARF from the perspective of international institutionalism has warranted much 
of the same treatment as BRICS: doubts about its effectiveness (Garofano 2002, 502–3) 
and criticism for poor performance in reaching its objectives, especially when it comes 
to (regional) conflict resolution (Naidu 2000, 6). The ASEAN method of multilateralism is 
not necessarily effective in settling and solving conflicts and contentious issues, as such 
issues are preferably swept under the rug (Acharya 1997, 13). As Qin points out, the 
main point in ARF’s focus on relations and the relational context is not the tangible 
results of multilateral co-operation but rather the fact that such a process is maintained 
(Qin 2016, 37). The effort to manage relations between members and manipulate the rela
tional context to keep the harmonising process going is more important than reaching 
specific targets.

Confucian relationalism is deeply engrafted in ARF’s operating principles and rhetoric, 
and it conditions the way global governance and peace are perceived to be linked. States 
may grow to trust each other by respecting each other’s diversity and by managing their 
relations and the relational context. This trust, then, is essential for harmonious relations 
between states.

Conclusion: relational perspectives, global governance, and peace

What is the payoff for engaging with these two relational perspectives? What insights can 
these lenses shed on the link between multilateral global governance and peace? To 
explore such insights, relational perspectives are next contrasted with liberal perspectives.

The liberal functionalist perspective of multilateralism emphasises the active pro
motion or building of peace. This departs from the assumption that well-functioning mul
tilateralism requires a common normative basis, the deeper the normative uniformity, the 
more efficient the multilateral initiative. From a liberal perspective, this argument is per
fectly valid and empirically verifiable. If participants on a multilateral platform share the 
same values and norms, their relationships can develop into something that can be 
called a security or peace community: a community within which deep trust in peaceful 
solutions to all mutual conflicts prevails (Browning, Lehti, and Strang 2024, 3). Some early 
liberal functionalist theorists, such as David Mitrany (1944), have emphasised the impor
tance of non-normative practices, but liberal perspectives have omitted the question of 
how peaceful relations can be co-created, maintained, and mediated within multilateral 
initiatives composed of entities that are different and share no common normative 
basis, such as BRICS and ARF.

Pluralism and differences are at the core of the liberal perspective. However, liberal 
pluralism has limitations. Differences should be tolerated, which has a strong connotation 
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of disapproval. In practice, tolerance means non-intervention, but only as long as different 
others do not threaten the liberal identity and lifestyle of the self, and pluralism in general 
(Mulligan 2015). As John Law (2025, 127) articulates the liberal dilemma: ‘If we are liberal 
then we will respect the differences and we will not try to impose our own version of the 
world on those who see it differently. But, even so, and however nice we are, we have not 
abandoned our basic commitment to the idea of single all-encompassing reality.’ From a 
liberal perspective, differences ultimately appear to be a source of conflict, as well as from 
the perspective of agonism. However, in the case of agonism, the conflict is unresolved. In 
agonism, potential conflict is suspended by agonistic gestures of respecting, if not agree
ing, with that difference, and by a system of agonistic practices that tame escalation into 
violence and radical polarisation that departs from the contestation of the legitimacy of 
plurality. This is consistent with Hurrell’s call that one should not strive for unity but rather 
learn to live with conflict (Hurrell 2018, 100).

By contrast, Confucian relationalism asserts that differences are not a source of conflict, 
but of harmony. Harmony can be maintained by embracing, and not merely tolerating or 
respecting, that difference. This is also the Chinese foreign-policy elites’ perspective. 
However, the pluralism advocated by Confucian relationalism cannot automatically 
lead to peaceful or harmonious relations. Shimizu Kosuke warns against pluralistic, rela
tional ontologies, such as Confucian relationalism, as potential guises for new types of 
hegemony and universalism, which could conflict with the ongoing pluralisation of 
global governance. The Confucian perspective emphasises relationality and virtue as 
‘the basis of harmony, and it is assumed that harmony will lead to a peaceful international 
order’. The problem is that this ‘type of morality, or virtue, is specific to Chinese culture 
and language’ (Shimizu 2022, 1, 4–5). From the perspective of Confucianism, it is Confu
cian actors who are the most virtuous in their relationships with others (Qin and Nordin 
2019, 610), and China is the ‘world’s most benevolent site’ (Shih and Kuo 2024, 249).

Mouffe’s and Qin’s perspectives are both relational, but their relationality is different. 
Agonism itself is a relationship, and the agonistic perspective directs one’s gaze into 
(re)relating to potentially antagonistic actors by diluting antagonism into agonism. Con
fucian relationalism directs one’s gaze into (re)relating not because the relators are by 
default antagonistic, as in agonism, but because maintaining harmony requires effort. 
From both the agonistic and Confucian perspectives, multilateralism should be assessed 
not by its efficiency, rationality, and concrete outcomes, but by how its ideals, practices, 
and operating principles steer members to manage their mutual relations. Moreover, if 
peace and conflict are understood as relations, one can assess how these relations are 
managed within multilateral initiatives. In sum, from relational perspectives, multilateral
ism and peace are embedded through relations rather than rationality, and with respect 
to diversity, rather than fixed conditionalities and universalising normativity.

Relational ontologies have been introduced as ontological perspectives to escape the 
hegemony of Western-centric rationalism and its universalising normativity. As Morgan 
Brigg (2025, 1057) reminds us, ‘there is no single correct way of doing relational research’, 
but when discussing relational(ity) of peace, they distinguish between thin and thick rela
tionality. The first refers to a discussion of relational peace practices (e.g. Jarstad, Söder
ström, and Åkebo 2023; Söderström, Åkebo, and Jarstad 2020) emphasising relationships 
as behavioural interactions among entities. Peace is embedded in the practices of delib
eration, non-domination, and co-operation. The latter departs from the ontological 
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primacy of relationality, and then a relational perspective appears as ‘the possibility of 
forms of peace deriving from relations’, but simultaneously reminding us ‘that relations 
in and of themselves are not intrinsically peaceful’ but often both simultaneously 
(Brigg 2025, 1055–6).

Thus far, empirical studies on relational peace, for both thin and thick relationality, have 
focused on (local) peacebuilding. Instead, this study aims to demonstrate that relational 
perspectives provide a useful lens for studying how peace is embedded in multilateral 
global governance. The two alternative relational perspectives, agonistic and Confucian, 
exemplify this thick approach by focusing on the multiplicity of ways in which peace is 
derived from multilateral relationality, with each multilateral platform constituting a 
unique combination of relations. If one accepts that there is no one overarching perspective 
to explore all multilateral platforms, and that each of them is open to manifold perspectives, 
the multilateral relational(ity) of peace appears as multiple, dynamic, and situated.

The perspective of liberal peace makes a universalist claim about how peace should be 
understood, what is required for peace, and who is accepted as a valid producer of knowl
edge for peace. By contrast, viewing peace from a relational perspective suggests that 
understandings of peace are necessarily plural. Thus, engaging with a plurality of perspec
tives leads to the conclusion that there is no overarching epistemological position to 
define peace – there are just different perspectives on peace. If peace is plural, then 
peace and multilateralism may be embedded in different ways, and multilateral initiatives 
may depart from different epistemological and ontological perspectives on peace.

Notes

1. BRICS, established in 2009, currently comprises Brazil, Russia, India, China, South Africa, Egypt, 
Ethiopia, Iran, and the United Arab Emirates. The 2009 joint statement set the goals of the 
organisation to include promoting dialogue and co-operation conducive to common inter
ests emerging market economies and developing countries, as well as to ‘building a harmo
nious world of lasting peace and common prosperity’. BRICS holds annual summits, which 
have focused on, for example, the following global governance issues: development; 
peace and security; climate change; and certain regional problems, such as the Syrian civil 
war and Iranian nuclear programme (BRICS n.d.; BRICS Information Centre n.d.).

2. The ARF was established in 1994 and comprises 27 members: Australia, Bangladesh, Brunei 
Darussalam, Cambodia, Canada, China, Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, European 
Union, India, Indonesia, Japan, Lao PDR, Malaysia, Mongolia, Myanmar, New Zealand, Paki
stan, Papua New Guinea, Philippines, Republic of Korea, Russia, Singapore, Sri Lanka, Thailand, 
Timor-Leste, United States, and Vietnam. The ARF Concept Paper, adopted in 1995, considers 
that the main challenge and goal of the initiative is to ‘sustain and enhance’ the ‘unprece
dented’ peace and prosperity experienced in the Asia-Pacific region in the 1990s (‘The 
ASEAN Regional Forum: A Concept Paper’ 2005).
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Appendices

Appendix 1: methods

The sources selected for this study include the speeches of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the 
People’s Republic of China (MFA) from the beginning of 2022 to the end of March 2024. The documents 
were retrieved on April 5, 2024, from the official website of the Ministry (https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_ 
eng/), from the section ‘Speeches’. The documents included keynote speeches, addresses, remarks, 
statements, and press conferences. Articles, reports, and letters were excluded from the analysis.

Because of the large number of speeches by the Chinese MFA, we opted for a three-step process 
of content analysis. In the first phase, we conducted an explorative inductive analysis using the 
Intentional AI coding feature of ATLAS.ti Web (versions 7.9.0 and 7.10.0). Intentional AI coding uti
lises OpenAI’s large language model (LLM), and allows users to define their research goal, after 
which the software suggests more precise research questions along with their respective codes. 
We deemed it safe to run the analysis as there were no copyright, data security, or data privacy con
cerns and because we intended to complement the AI coding with manual coding.

First, we conducted a test round. The key takeaway of the test was the limited processing 
capacity of the LLM: 

. The speeches needed to be processed in batches of 1–10 documents at a time.

. It would be better to include only a few research questions and code groups.

. The dataset should be cleaned from unnecessary text (e.g. web links and related news headlines).

We conducted the final intentional AI coding in May 2024 and processed 98 out of 113 documents. 
This is because we had reached our token limit at that point. To minimise the risk of a biased sample, 
we screened all remaining documents as well.

We set the following research goal: ‘Global governance refers to both formal and informal pro
cedures, rules, norms, institutions, organizations, treaties, and practices that exist at the international 
(global or regional) level for the co-operative and collective management of common political, economic, 
and social affairs. Global governance is the product of competing ideologies and values as much as power 
politics. Our research goal is to explore how global governance is discussed in the speeches of Chinese 
Foreign Ministry representatives.’ Thus, the prompt communicated our working definition of global 
governance. The software proposed 5 research questions, out of which we retained the following 
questions and finetuned their respective codes: ‘What are the key priorities and values emphasized 
by Chinese Foreign Ministry representatives in relation to global governance? > Priorities & values. 
What are the main challenges or criticisms raised by Chinese Foreign Ministry representatives regarding 
current global governance practices? > Challenges & criticism. How do Chinese Foreign Ministry represen
tatives propose to enhance or reform global governance mechanisms? > Reform.’

This process yielded 909 codes in 999 quotations. The small analysis batches might have been 
the reason for multiple duplicate codes with only slight variations, for example, in their spelling, 
such as ‘Priorities & values: Arms control’ and ‘Priorities & values: Arms Control’. This led to the 
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second phase of refining the AI codes. Irrelevant codes were deleted and organised into deductive 
code groups. Codes that may fall into two or more groups were assigned to only one group. This 
resulted in 543 codes organised into 143 code groups in 998 quotations.

In the third phase, we selected all documents with codes falling under the groups Challenges & 
criticism: Peace and Priorities & values: Peace to create our sample of speeches for a closer analysis. 
Crucially, we did not define the concept of peace ourselves; it was inductively coded by the LLM. 
This resulted in 39 documents.

After the AI-assisted phase, we analysed the selected sample of 39 Chinese MFA speeches as well 
as ARF and BRICS documents manually. We applied the following codes (plus some sub-codes):

MAIN THEME CODE GROUP CREATED FROM AI CODES IN AN 
EARLIER PHASE

CODE GROUP ADDED WHILE ANALYSING THE 
DOCUMENTS

GLOBAL 
GOVERNANCE & 
ORDER

international law; UN Charter; UN centrality; 
norms; ASEAN; Connectivity / Belt and Road

global governance; responsible major countries; 
WTO; G20; IMF; reform; a new type of 
international relations

MULTILATERAL 
COOPERATION

multilateralism; True Multilateralism: 
cooperation

partnership

AGAINST unilateralism; double standards; sanctions; 
military interventions; decoupling; blocs, 
NATO; alliances; hegemony, dominance; 
power politics

coercion; zero-sum; antagonism

VALUES & IDEALS inclusiveness; equality; solidarity; justice; 
fairness; efficiency; openness; shared / 
common values; trust; respect; benefits; 
win-win

transparency; accountability; representativeness; 
non-discrimination; neutrality; impartiality; 
reconciling divergent views; Global Civilization 
Initiative; understanding

SECURITY security; stability; Global Security Initiative; 
non-proliferation; arms control; nuclear 
disarmament

common, comprehensive, cooperative and 
sustainable security

SOVEREIGNTY sovereignty; independence; non-interference 
(in internal affairs)

territorial integrity; legitimate interests; self- 
restraint

PRACTICES decision-making by consensus; pace 
comfortable to all

PEACE peace; (peace through) dialogue and 
consultation; harmony

confidence-building; preventive diplomacy; 
peaceful dialogue; peaceful resolution / 
settlement; diplomatic means to reduce 
tensions and mitigate conflicts; reconciliation; 
mediation; peacekeeping; peacebuilding; 
participation of women; Chinese solutions to 
hotspot issues; humanitarian concerns

DEMOCRACY equal rights of all nations; democracy (national); 
democracy (in global governance)

RIGHTS human rights; worker’s rights; women’s rights; 
disability rights; children’s rights; rights of 
different ethnic groups; development as 
human right; fundamental freedoms; gender 
equality

DEVELOPMENT 2030 Agenda / sustainable development; 
Global Development Initiative

human development; social development; 
poverty eradication; individual development 
paths; peace through development; unique 
development paths

FUTURE a brighter shared future for the international 
community / Community with a shared 
future for mankind

shared vision for a better world

AI-assisted qualitative content analysis was performed in this study for two reasons. First, it was an 
experiment which we wanted to share with other scholars interested in AI-assisted methods. We also 
hope to share our experiences with software developers to help them develop these tools further. 
Second, AI-assisted preliminary coding allowed us to narrow down the sample size of Chinese MFA 
speeches to documents falling under only two code groups, allowing us to conduct this research 
within the time resources we had at our disposal. The alternative would have been to conduct a 
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keyword search and include all documents that contained the word ‘peace’ in our analysis. A keyword 
search of 113 documents provided 658 exact matches for the term peace, with no inflections. When we 
performed a keyword search of the 59 documents that were AI coded but not included in the closer 
analysis, we found that the documents that we did not analyse contained 277 exact and inflected 
matches for peace. Thus, documents relevant to our analysis were certainly omitted in the third 
phase of our content analysis. However, relevance does not mean that the omitted documents necess
arily contain information that would have upended our analysis.

The discrepancy between sampling with keyword search and that with intentional AI coding 
likely originates from three sources. 

. The research questions prompted the LLM to look for challenges, criticisms, and visions related to 
peace, not just peace. In other words, the LLM performed sentiment and content analyses.

. Because the processing of documents needed to be performed in small batches, coding was 
started from the beginning each time, which led to inconsistencies.

. It is probable that the LLM does not capture all instances of a theme. For example, sometimes the 
coding caught the theme ‘Community for a shared future for mankind’, and at other times, it cap
tured only ‘community’, but not the ‘for a shared future’ that followed.

For these reasons, we conclude that while AI-assisted coding is useful for sampling and guiding 
qualitative analysis, it should not be relied on entirely. It should always be remembered that a 
coding process using generative AI cannot be replicated, and its results cannot be reproduced, 
which is a major weakness for any research method.

Appendix 2: tables

Table 1. BRICS vision of multilateral global governance
Multilateralism Global governance Peaceful relations

Norms and 
values

justice efficiency trust 
mutual respect, 
understanding

representativeness independence 
sovereignty neutrality impartiality 
fairness non-discrimination openness 
inclusiveness equality solidarity 
(respect for) legitimate interests and 
security concerns a brighter shared 
future for the international 
community (cf. Community with a 
shared future for mankind)

inclusive (peace dialogue) inclusive 
(peace negotiations)

Practices  consensus strategic partnership multilateralism / 
inclusive multilateralism cooperation 
territorial integrity no unilateralism 
no (non-UNSC-authorised) sanctions

(peace through) development 
peaceful resolution of disputes 
(peace through) dialogue and 
consultation / inclusive dialogue 
and consultation

Frameworks international law UN Charter UN- 
centred international system IMF 
centrality WTO-centric multilateral 
trading system primary role of the 
UNSC G20 centrality fundamental 
freedoms human rights worker’s 
rights women’s rights disability rights 
children’s rights rights of different 
ethnic groups development as 
human right Agenda 2030 / 
sustainable development

Goals stability social justice security more 
women from emerging markets & 
developing countries to IOs arms 
control nuclear disarmament
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Table 2. China’s vision of multilateral global governance
Multilateralism Global Governance Peaceful relations

Norms and 
values

mutual respect democracy (in global governance) 
equality justice fairness solidarity 
independence inclusive (of states) 
cooperation unique development 
paths common values of humanity 
(respect for) legitimate rights, 
interests, security concerns 
sovereignty territorial integrity

harmony

Practices  consensus extensive 
consultation 
connectivity 
integration

non-interference (internal affairs) 
partnership cooperation

peace through development 
(peace through) dialogue and 
consultation Chinese solutions 
to hotspot issues

Frameworks True Multilateralism international law norms of 
international relations UN Charter 
UN centrality ASEAN Centrality, 
ASEAN way WTO-centred Global 
Civilization Initiative Global 
Development Initiative Global 
Security Initiative Agenda 2030 / 
sustainable development

Goals win-win cooperation 
shared benefits

Community with a shared future for 
mankind Security arms control 
nuclear disarmament

Table 3. ARF vision of multilateral global governance
Multilateralism Global Governance Peaceful relations

Norms and 
values

mutual trust mutual 
understanding mutual respect 
transparency

political independence (respect 
for) legitimate concerns 
inclusive, constructive, full, 
equal, and effective participation 
regional and international 
solidarity sovereignty territorial 
integrity

Practices  constructive dialogue and 
consultation decision-making 
by consensus pace comfortable 
to all reconciling divergent 
views

partnership multilateralism 
cooperation self-restraint

diplomatic means to reduce 
tensions and mitigate 
conflicts preventive 
diplomacy peaceful 
dialogue

Frameworks ASEAN Charter ASEAN centrality 
international law UN Charter 
human rights and fundamental 
freedoms

Goals mutual benefit confidence- 
building

stability security inclusive and 
sustainable development 
inclusive and sustainable 
economic growth human 
development social 
development poverty 
eradication arms control 
disarmament
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