
 

 
 
ISSN: 1304-7310 (Print) 1304-7175 (Online)   http://www.uidergisi.com.tr 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Uluslararası İlişkiler Konseyi Derneği | International Relations Council of Turkey 

Uluslararası İlişkiler – Journal of International Relations 
E-mail : bilgi@uidergisi.com.tr 

 

 

 

 

How not to Globalise IR:  

‘Centre’ and ‘Periphery’ as Constitutive of ‘the International’ 

 

 

Pinar BILGIN 

Prof. Dr., Bilkent University, Department of International Relations 
 

 

 

 
 
To cite this article: Pinar Bilgin, “How not to Globalise IR: ‘Centre’ and ‘Periphery’ as 
Constitutive of ‘the International’”, Uluslararasi Iliskiler, Vol. 18, No. 70, 2021, pp. 13-27, DOI: 
10.33458/uidergisi.960548   
 
 

 
 

To link to this article: https://dx.doi.org/10.33458/uidergisi.960548   

 
 
 

Submitted: 01 March 2021  
Last Revision: 15 May 2021 

Published Online: 26 June 2021 

Printed Version: 13 August 2021 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 

 

All rights of this paper are reserved by the International Relations Council of Turkey. With the exception 
of academic quotations, no part of this publication may be reproduced, redistributed, sold or transmitted 

in any form and by any means for public usage without a prior permission from the copyright holder. 

Any opinions and views expressed in this publication are the author(s)’s and do not reflect those of the 
Council, editors of the journal, and other authors. 

 



ULUSLARARASIiLiŞKiLER, Vol 18, No 70, 2021, s. 13-27

How not to Globalise IR: 
‘Centre’ and ‘Periphery’ as Constitutive of ‘the International’

Pınar BİLGİN
Prof. Dr., Bilkent University, Department of International Relations, Ankara

E-mail: pbilgin@bilkent.edu.tr
Orcid: 0000-0002-7326-8329

ABSTRACT
Scholars who adopted de-centring as a strategy for globalising IR have embraced the notions of ‘centre’ and 
‘periphery’ to highlight structural inequalities between North America and Western Europe and the rest of the 
world in the production of knowledge about world politics. In doing so, however, de-centring IR scholarship 
has portrayed the ‘periphery’ as if it is a new entrant to the ‘international’. Yet, such a presumption is not in 
the spirit of globalising IR, which views the periphery as the ‘constitutive outside’. By re-visiting the 1970s’ 
centre-periphery approaches, the paper highlights the limitations of the de-centring approaches insofar as they 
have not always been attentive to the critical concerns of earlier theorisations about ‘centre’ and ‘periphery’, and 
underscores the need for studying the periphery as ‘constitutive outside’. The periphery is ‘outside’ by virtue 
of having been left out of those mainstream narratives that the centre tells about the international; it is also 
‘constitutive’ because those ideas, practices, and institutions that are typically ascribed to the ‘centre’ have been 
co-constituted by centre and periphery in toto.
Keywords: Center, Periphery, Constitutive Outside, Decentering IR, Global IR

Uluslararası İlişkiler Nasıl Küreselleştirilmez:  
‘Uluslararası’nın Kurucusu Olarak ‘Merkez’ ve ‘Çevre’

ÖZET
Merkezsizleştirmeyi uluslararası ilişkilerin küreselleştirilmesi için bir strateji olarak benimseyen araştırmacılar, 
dünya siyaseti hakkında bilgi üretiminde Kuzey Amerika ve Batı Avrupa ile dünyanın geri kalanı arasındaki 
yapısal eşitsizlikleri vurgulamakta ‘merkez’ ve ‘çevre’ nosyonlarına sarıldılar. Fakat bunu yaparken ‘çevre’yi sanki 
‘uluslararası’na yeni katılmış gibi sundular. Oysa ki böylesi bir kabul, çevreyi ‘kurucu dış’ olarak gören uluslararası 
ilişkileri küreselleştirme yaklaşımının ruhuna aykırıdır. Bu makale 1970’lerin merkez-çevre yaklaşımlarını 
yeniden değerlendirerek, merkezsizleştiren yaklaşımların daha önceki ‘merkez’ ve ‘çevre’ kuramsallaştırmalarının 
eleştirel dertlerine dikkat etmedikleri ölçüde sınırlı kaldıklarını vurgulamakta ve  çevrenin ‘kurucu dış’ olarak 
çalışılması gerekliliğinin üstünde durmaktadır. Çevre, merkezin uluslararası hakkında sunduğu ana akım anlatılar 
tarafından dışarıda bırakıldığı için ‘dış’tadır; ancak aynı zamanda da ‘kurucudur’ zira tipik olarak ‘merkez’e 
atfedilen bu düşünceler, uygulamalar ve kurumlar merkez ve çevre tarafından birlikte oluşturulmuştur.
Anahtar Kelimeler: Merkez, Çevre, Kurucu Dış, Uİ’yi Merkezsizleştirme, Küresel Uİ
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Introduction
In the 1970s, distinguishing between ‘centre’ and ‘periphery’ was offered as a key move by critical 
scholars who sought to move away from totalizing conceptions of the international which, at the time, 
prevailed in the study of world politics.1 Typical of totalizing approaches to International Relations 
(IR) is a failure to consider the ideas and experiences of other constituents (be they states, social 
groups or peoples) while mistaking their own (particular) ideas and experiences for the whole. In the 
2000s, scholars who adopted de-centring as a strategy for globalising IR2 have embraced the notions 
of ‘centre’ and ‘periphery’ to highlight structural inequalities between North America and Western 
Europe and the rest of the world in the production of knowledge about world politics.3 In doing so, 
however, de-centring IR scholarship has portrayed the ‘periphery’ as if it is a new entrant to the ‘in-
ternational’. There is an internal logic to such a move; if we’re seeking the periphery’s perspective only 
now, then presumably it was not present in the constitution of the international. That said, such a pre-
sumption is not in the spirit of globalising IR, which views the periphery as the ‘constitutive outside’.4 
The periphery is ‘outside’ by virtue of having been left out of those mainstream narratives that the cen-
tre tells about the international; it is also ‘constitutive’ because those ideas, practices, and institutions 
that are typically ascribed to the ‘centre’ have been co-constituted by centre and periphery in toto.

The notion of ‘constitutive outside’ was offered by cultural theorist Stuart Hall in discussing 
how “the whole process of expansion, exploration, conquest, colonisation and imperial hegemonisa-
tion… [has] constituted the ‘outer face’, the constitutive outside, of European and then Western capi-
talist modernity after 1492”.5 IR scholars David Blaney and Naeem Inayatullah have concurred, noting 
that such “refusal to recognise how the non-West and non-modern are already integrated as constitu-
tive forces within the West and the modern is precisely how the colonial comes to be externalized”.6 
But then, Blaney and Inayatullah’s conceptualization of ‘constitutive outside’ goes beyond Hall’s inso-
far as they understand constitutive dynamics not only in terms of the periphery providing bodies and 
lands whose labour and riches were usurped by the centre (I), or an/the ‘other’ to centre’s ‘self ’ (II), 
but also as thinking actors who have shaped ideas, practices and institutions of their own and those of 
the centre (III). 

Where de-centring approaches capture the exploitative and self/other dynamics between cen-
tre and periphery (I and II), they overlook the co-constitutive dynamics behind the ideas, practices 
and institutions of centre and periphery (III). Furthermore, de-centring approaches typically por-
tray those ideas, practices and institutions as having autonomously developed by ‘Europe’ and or the 

1 Immanuel Wallerstein, “The Rise and Future Demise of the World Capitalist System: Concepts for Comparative 
Analysis”, Comparative Studies in Society and History, Vol. 16, No 4, 1974, p. 387-415, Fernando Henrique Cardoso, “The 
Consumption of Dependency Theory in the United States”, Latin American Research Review, Vol. 12, No 3, 1977, p. 7-24, 
Johan Galtung, “A Structural Theory of Imperialism”, Journal of Peace Research, Vol. 8, No 2, 1971, p. 81-117.

2 See the special issue Introduction for further discussion on the challenges of and strategies for globalising IR.
3 Meghana Nayak and Eric Selbin, Decentering International Relations, New York, Zed Books, 2010; Arlene B. Tickner, 

“Core, Periphery and (Neo)Imperialist International Relations”, European Journal of International Relations, Vol. 19, No 
3, 2013, p. 627-646; Nora Fisher Onar and Kalypso Nicolaïdis, “The Decentring Agenda: Europe as a Post-Colonial 
Power”, Cooperation and Conflict, Vol. 48, No 2, 2013, p. 283-303.

4 David L. Blaney and Naeem Inayatullah, “International Relations from Below”, Christian Reus-Smit and Duncan Snidal 
(eds.), The Oxford Handbook of International Relations, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2008.

5 Stuart Hall, “When Was ‘the Post-Colonial’? Thinking at the Limit”, Iain Chambers and Lidia Curti (eds.),The Post-
Colonial Question: Common Skies, Divided Horizons, London, Routledge, 1996, p. 249.

6 Blaney and Inayatullah, “International Relations from Below”, p. 5.
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‘West’. It is by virtue of overlooking periphery as co-constitutive of those ideas, practices, and institu-
tions that make up the international that de-centring approaches have allowed totalizing conceptions 
of the international to remain unscathed. 

The first part of the paper revisits the 1970s’ centre-periphery approaches that sought to 
do away with totalizing conceptions of the international, and recovers their notions of ‘centre’ and 
‘periphery’. Part two highlights the limitations of the de-centring approaches of the 2000s that have 
not always been attentive to the critical concerns of earlier theorisations about ‘centre’ and ‘periph-
ery’. The final part of the paper underscores the need for studying the periphery as ‘constitutive 
outside’. 

Revisiting Centre-Periphery Theorising of the 1970s
Centre-periphery approaches are most familiar to students of IR in the writings of Latin America’s 
Dependency School and the World-System scholarship. Norwegian Peace Research scholar Johan 
Galtung, who did not belong to either school, utilised the same notions when fleshing out his ‘struc-
tural theory of violence’. Let us consider the notions of ‘centre’ and ‘periphery’ as found in these three 
bodies of work.

The Dependency School emerged as the culmination of years of dissatisfaction and debate in 
ECLA (United Nations Economic Commission for Latin America) circles regarding the limitations 
of modernization and under/development accounts in IR and Economics. These ideas found their 
first sustained formulation in the writings of Latin America’s scholars who sought to locate their ex-
periences in the world economy and offered an explanation in the form of a hierarchical conception 
of the international comprising a centre and periphery.7 In Dependency School’s conception, ‘centre’ 
and ‘periphery’ were not delineated in spatial terms, as with the First and Third World (the Second 
World being an ideologically distant cousin of the First).8 Nor did they conceive of the international 
as structured around nation-state economies, some at the centre and others at the periphery. Rather, 
Dependency School thinking was an attempt to do two things to begin with: First, to highlight that, 
in the Latin America context “global market forces, not domestic ones, have determined national eco-
nomic development or underdevelopment”9—a process that Andre Gunder Frank neatly captured as 
the “development of underdevelopment”.10 Second, the Dependency School underscored that global 
market forces have multiple actors pursuing their agenda in multiple places. Some of those who pur-

7 Andre Gunder Frank, “The Development of Underdevelopment”, The Monthly Review, Vol. 18, No 4, 1966, p. 17-31; 
Cardoso, “The Consumption of Dependency Theory in the United States”.

8 Classification of the world into First (‘free’), Second (‘socialist’) and Third (‘developing’) originated during the Cold 
War. See, Peter Worsley, “How Many Worlds?”, Third World Quarterly, Vol. 1, No 2, 1979, p. 100-108. Over the years, 
the three worlds have been studied differently by different social disciplines that have focused on ‘science’, ‘ideology’ 
and ‘culture’. See, Carl E. Pletsch, “The Three Worlds, or the Division of Social Scientific Labor, Circa 1950–1975”, 
Comparative Studies in Society and History, Vol. 23, No 4,  1981, p. 565-590. After the end of the Cold War and the 
dissolution of the Soviet Union, constitutive effects of the three-worlds classification on knowledge production have 
become apparent. See, Pinar Bilgin and Adam David Morton, “Historicising Representations of ‘Failed States’: Beyond 
the Cold-War Annexation of the Social Sciences?”, Third World Quarterly, Vol. 23, No 1, 2002, p. 55-80; Immanuel 
Wallerstein, The End of the World as We Know It: Social Science for the Twenty-First Century, Minneapolis, University of 
Minnesota Press, 1999.

9 Jim Bulpitt, “Centre–Periphery Politics”,  Iain McLean and Alistair McMillan (eds.), Oxford Reference,  2009.
10 Frank, “The Development of Underdevelopment”
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sue the agenda of global market forces are located in the so-called ‘Third World’. And some of those 
who resist the said agenda can be found in the so-called ‘First World’. Hence Cardoso’s reminder that 
“if the initial studies of dependency possessed any novelty, it certainly was not the affirmation that 
dependency exists, but it was rather the characterization and search for an explanation of emerging 
forms of dependency”.11

Accordingly, Dependency School thinkers designed research “to characterize a ‘transnational 
capitalism’ and to estimate its effects, not only on the peripheries, but also on the very centre of capi-
talist economies”.12 Writing on the reception of dependency thinking in the United States, Cardoso 
noted that he was not surprised by the way the ideas of the Dependency School seemed to resonate 
among scholars in the U.S., for he thought “it explained more accurately certain changes occurring in 
Latin America, while certain changes in the countries of the centre itself (above all the U.S.) beginning 
in the 1960s, brought out the inadequacy of the assumptions of structural-functionalism”.13 Cardoso 
elaborated in the following way: 

“The protest of American blacks, the war in Vietnam and the movement in opposition to it, the 
counterculture, the student movement, the feminist movement, etc, all demanded paradigms 
that were more sensitive to the historical process, to social struggles, and to the transformation 
of systems of domination. In such a perspective, analyses of dependency correspond better to 
this search for new models of explanation, not only in order to comprehend what is happening in 
Latin America, but also what is happening in the U.S.”14 

What came across clearly in Cardoso’s writings was an awareness of the experiences of the 
periphery at the “centre of capitalist economies”. This may appear surprising in that, years later, the 
“Global South’ was offered as a ‘new’ notion to capture the so-called “new geography of production” 
and the presence of a first world in the Third World and a third world in the First World.15 Yet, in 
Cardoso’s telling, the notions of ‘centre’ and ‘periphery’ and ‘emerging forms of dependency’ were 
developed in the 1960s and 1970s by the Dependency School to do just that. Put differently, while 
their empirical focus remained limited to Latin America, the set of ideas developed by the Depen-
dency School offered a novel conception of the international as a hierarchy comprising a centre and 
periphery. That said, this novel conception was not proposed as an alternative to mainstream IR’s con-
ception of the international as anarchical, but rather side-stepped it. For, centre-periphery approaches 
were interested in what happens amidst anarchy. Hence their focus on hierarchy within, between and 
beyond states.

A second body of work theorizing centre-periphery dynamics is found in Immanuel Waller-
stein’s World-System approach. In a key article introducing World-System analysis, Wallerstein noted 
that he took Frank’s analysis of ‘development of underdevelopment’ in Chile as a starting point and 
extrapolated to the rest of the world: “capitalism involves not only appropriation of surplus-value by 
an owner from a labourer, but an appropriation of surplus of the whole world-economy by core areas” 

11 Cardoso, “The Consumption of Dependency Theory in the United States”, p. 18.
12 Ibid.
13 Ibid., p. 17.
14 Ibid.
15 Vijay Prashad, The Poorer Nations: A Possible History of the Global South, London and New York,Verso, 2013, p. 5.
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and that “capitalism was from the beginning an affair of the world economy and not of nation-states.16 
As such, the international, conceived hierarchically, was the unit of analysis for Wallerstein.17

Writing around the same time as Dependency School and World-System scholars was the Nor-
wegian Peace Researcher Johan Galtung, who incorporated the notions of centre and periphery into 
his ‘structural theory of violence’. While his is not a name that springs to mind when thinking about 
centre-periphery approaches, Galtung’s key contribution to the study of world politics, the concept of 
‘structural violence’ focused on centre-periphery dynamics cognisant of their economic, cultural and 
political dimensions. Galtung wrote:

“The world consists of Centre and Periphery nations; and each nation, in turn has its centres and 
periphery. Hence our concern is with the mechanism underlying this discrepancy, particularly 
between the centre in the Centre and the periphery in the Periphery. In other words, how to 
conceive of, how to explain, and how to counteract inequality as one of the major forms of 
structural violence.”18 

To adopt Galtung’s distinction between centre-periphery as a socio-economic status and Centre-
Periphery as specific geographical locale, centre actors at the Centre rested on top of the hierarchy that 
is the international. While periphery actors at the Centre also suffered, argued Galtung, it is peripheral 
actors in the Periphery that were located at the very bottom of the hierarchy. If it was not for “harmony of 
interests” between the centre actors, the flow of raw material, goods and services that sustain the global 
markets cannot be maintained, observed Galtung. Furthermore, if it was not for the vulnerabilities of 
the periphery (including “cultural violence” that renders it natural, thereby minimising resistance) such 
“disharmony of interests” between centre and periphery could not be sustained, he concluded. 

The point being, Galtung highlighted a theretofore underexplored dimension of centre-pe-
riphery dynamics: it is ideational as well as material convergences between centre actors that produce 
and sustain the hierarchical structure of world politics. Galtung’s stress on the cultural dimension 
of ‘structural violence’ was also taken up by Wallerstein who regarded race, ethnicity and gender as 
“cleavages in the World-System”19 in reference to the ways in which racial, ethnic and gendered differ-
ences cut across class differences in shaping centre-periphery dynamics.20 

To conclude this section, Dependency School, World-System scholarship, and Galtungian 
Peace Research sought to move away from totalizing conceptions of the international. All three bodies 

16 Immanuel Wallerstein, The Essential Wallerstein, New York, The New Press, 2000, p. 86-87.
17 Wallerstein, “The Rise and Future Demise of the World Capitalist System: Concepts for Comparative Analysis”. While 

Wallerstein is said to have preferred using the term ‘core’ “to suggest a multicentric region containing a group of states 
rather than the term centre, which implies a hierarchy with a single peak” (Christopher Chase-Dunn and Marily Grell-
Brisk, “World-System Theory”, Oxford Bibliographies (2019)), his conceptualization of core-periphery dynamics 
was not unlike that of Dependency School’s study of centre-periphery. Indeed, what we find in both approaches to 
centre-periphery dynamics is a hierarchical international constituted through convergences between centre/core actors 
notwithstanding resistances found in various peripheral locale.

18 Galtung, “A Structural Theory of Imperialism”, p. 81.
19 See, Part 4 in Wallerstein, The Essential Wallerstein.
20 Needless to say, Wallerstein’s (and Galtung’s) treatment of race and gender remained a far cry from the concerns 

and contributions of the scholarship on ‘intersectionality’. See, Patricia Hill Collins, “Intersectionality’s Definitional 
Dilemmas”, The Annual Review of Sociology, Vol. 41, No 1, 2015, p. 1-20. For a discussion in the IR context, see Geeta 
Chowdhry and Sheila Nair, “Introduction: Power in a Postcolonial World: Race, Gender, and Class in International 
Relations”, Geeta Chowdhry and Sheila Nair (eds.),  Power, Postcolonialism, and International Relations: Reading Race, 
Gender, and Class, London and New York, Routledge, 2002.
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of work highlighted different experiences of those at the centre and those in the periphery, and under-
scored the structural connections in between: that dissimilar experiences as such do not come about 
autonomously. What is more, all three bodies of research highlighted (but did not explore in any de-
tail) the ways in which such co-constitution is not isolated to the extraction of material resources and/
or self/other dynamics, but also comprised learning (ideas, practices and institutions such as the ‘de-
velopment of underdevelopment’ and ‘cultural violence’). As will be discussed below, it is such con-
nectedness of centre and periphery’s experiences that is often overlooked by de-centring approaches. 

De-centring as a Strategy for Globalising IR?
Calls for de-centring the study of world politics are relatively new to IR.21 A key text is Meghana Nayak 
and Eric Selbin’s Decentering International Relations, where the authors define de-centring IR as “inter-
rogating, disturbing, engaging, reframing, challenging, mocking, or even undoing mainstream, privi-
leged ways of viewing the world.”22 By focusing on four key issues, namely indigeneity, human rights, 
globalization, and peace and security, Nayak and Selbin have sought to do two things: “figure out what 
exactly each of these concepts ‘accomplishes’ for IR, as how it came to be that way, and examine the 
implications” and ask how those same concepts can be used to “unravel, challenge and rethink IR as 
a discipline, a field of study, discourse, policy-making, and the sum of political interactions?”23 Put 
differently, the authors’ strategy for de-centring IR is about provincializing IR knowledge produced 
in North America and Western Europe, highlighting that it is but one way of narrating the interna-
tional, and showing that other ways are not only possible but that they presently exist. Insofar as IR 
knowledge has been produced in the US and Western Europe, the authors write, de-centring is about 
“[challenging] the politics, concepts and practices that enable certain narratives of IR to be central”.24 
As such, the notion of ‘centre’ in Nayak and Selbin’s study is not akin to centre-periphery approaches’ 
conception of ‘centre’. Not that the authors claim otherwise. Nayak and Selbin’s is a decidedly in-
stitutional definition of ‘centre’, understood in terms of scholarly locales where disciplinary IR has 
developed. 

A similar definition of core/centre as ‘institutions where disciplinary IR has developed’ is 
found in Arlene Tickner’s analysis of “Core, periphery and (neo)imperialist International Relations”.25 
The author notes at the outset that she uses ‘core’ and ‘periphery’ “interchangeably with ‘North’ and 
“South’” defined in terms of places where IR knowledge has been produced. Indeed, Tickner’s  under-
standing of core-periphery relations is closer to science studies, which the author draws from to study 
“the assembly of global fields of inquiry and the creation of what [Bruno Latour] refers to as ‘centers of 

21 This is not to overlook decades of efforts to address IR’s shortcomings but to focus on a specific way of addressing 
such shortcomings, i.e. de-centring approaches. On the limitations of IR, see, for example, Stephen Chan, Peter G 
Mandaville, and Ronald Bleiker (eds.), The Zen of International Relations: IR Theory from East to West, London, Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2001; L. H. M. Ling, Postcolonial International Relations: Conquest and Desire between Asia and the West, 
New York, Palgrave, 2002; Vivienne Jabri, The Postcolonial Subject: Claiming Politics/Governing Others in Late Modernity, 
London, Routledge, 2013; Sanjay Seth, Postcolonial Theory and International Relations: A Critical Introduction, London, 
Routledge, 2013.

22 Nayak and Selbin, Decentering International Relations, p. 8.
23 Ibid.,  p. 9.
24 Ibid.,  p. 4.
25 Tickner, “Core, Periphery and (Neo)Imperialist International Relations”.
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calculation,’ to which distinct peripheries are subsequently networked”.26 On the one hand, Tickner is 
critical of early science studies scholar George Basalla by virtue of his embrace of “modernization the-
ory’s cumulative and evolutionary assumptions” in analysing the “birth” of ‘Modern Science’ in West-
ern Europe and its “diffusion” to the rest of the world (Basalla’s choice of terms).27 Hence Tickner’s 
propensity for Latour’s approach to studying “the social processes by which (core) science becomes 
internationalized”.28 On the other hand, Basalla’s understanding of ‘Modern Science’ (as having de-
veloped autonomously in Western Europe and spread to other parts of the world) goes unchallenged 
in Tickner’s analysis of the development of IR scholarship around the world. But then, overlooking 
“local agents and context” is not uncharacteristic of science studies including Latour, who, to quote 
Warwick Anderson, “manages to omit local agents and context, thus turning the network into a sort 
of iron cage through which no native can break”.29 It is in this sense that Tickner’s analysis of core-
periphery is closer to science studies, but not centre-periphery approaches where local agency and 
context is viewed as constitutive. 

Let me illustrate the argument here by focusing on Nora Fisher Onar and Kalypso Nicolaidis’ 
effort to de-centre European Studies.30 Onar and Nicolaidis describe their agenda as one of counter-
ing Eurocentrism in European Studies, which they understand as a narrative that the European Union 
tells itself by papering over its members’ colonial past. Onar and Nicolaidis’ approach to de-centring, 
then, is about revealing the ways in which European colonialism has been constitutive of ‘Europe’. 
Furnished with this knowledge, the authors caution against the EU’s top-down policies toward non-
European locale, which they find implicit in the debates on ‘normative power Europe’ and ‘civilian 
power Europe’. 

As a strategy for de-centring, Onar and Nicolaidis suggest that scholars seek to “engage” and 
“learn from the other”. How to do this? They write: “one can seek out other accounts of the world, 
and one can unpack those accounts to better understand the worldviews and value systems by which 
they are underpinned ”.31 Yet, while it is laudable as an initiative to turn to ‘others’ and ask ‘so what do 
you think about X, Y and Z?’, it is less than commendable if such initiatives are interlaced with the as-
sumption that those ‘others’ have not been constitutive of X, Y, and Z. Indeed, Onar and Nicolaidis’ 
sub-title, ‘Engagement: learning from the other’ and the narrative that follows suggests that the inter-
national which shapes the authors’ approach to de-centring is the making of the centre all by itself. On 
the one hand, de-centring approaches do acknowledge material exploitation and othering dynamics 
between centre and periphery when they highlight the ways in which periphery has provided bodies 
and lands whose labour and riches were usurped by the centre or served an/the ‘other’ to centre’s 
‘self ’ (I and II, see above). Yet, on the other hand, they fail to consider the periphery as thinking actors 
who have been co-constitutive of those ideas, practices and institutions that are otherwise portrayed 
as having autonomously developed by ‘Europe’ and or the ‘West’ (III, see above). Put differently, the 

26 Ibid., p. 628.
27 George Basalla, “The Spread of Western Science”, Science, Vol. 156, No 3775, 1967, p. 611-622.
28 Tickner, “Core, Periphery and (Neo)Imperialist International Relations”, p. 630.
29 Warwick Anderson, “From Subjugated Knowledge to Conjugated Subjects: Science and Globalisation, or Postcolonial 

Studies of Science?”, Postcolonial Studies, Vol. 12, No 4, 2009, p. 392. Also see, Itty Abraham, “The Contradictory Spaces 
of Postcolonial Techno-Science”, Economic and Political Weekly, Vol. 41, No 3, 2006, p. 210-217, cf. F Jamil Ragep, Sally 
P Ragep, and Steven John Livesey, Tradition, Transmission, Transformation, Leiden, Brill, 1996.

30 Onar and Nicolaïdis, “The Decentring Agenda”.
31 Ibid., p. 289.
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periphery makes an appearance as having been deprived of its material riches, or as the/an ‘other’ to 
centre’s ‘self ’, but almost always in ways that are “quite abstract, strangely depopulated, and depleted 
of historical and social context”.32

But then, de-centring approaches are in good company when they affirm the periphery’s ‘out-
side’ status without due acknowledgement of the ways in which it has also been constitutive of the 
international. Consider, for example, R.B.J. Walker’s discussion on the “double outside of the modern 
international”, which rests on a similar understanding of ‘outside’.33 In an essay on what he refers to as 
the “always doubled outsides that are at work in what we have come to call the international”, Walker 
highlighted the ways in which our conception of the international does not include all of humanity.34 
The first of the ‘doubled outsides’ was discussed in Walker’s 1993 book Inside/Outside: International 
Relations as Political Theory, which focused on the question “where and what politics must be?”35 As 
Walker underscored in a later study, while “claims about the international work as if they are claims 
about the world and as such, or at least about the totality of humanity that is to be found all over the 
world”, in reality, “what we understand politics to be is famously statist, nationalist, a matter of the 
polis, the specific political community”.36 

The second of Walker’s ‘doubled outsides’ is about who is considered as a part of our on-
going considerations regarding “where and what politics must be”; for, some are presumed to 
exist “outside to the space and time that is projected out as the limit of the modern world.” Not 
even “internationalization as internalization” (or, the expansion of international society, in English 
School parlance)37 has changed the ‘outside’ status of some, argued the Walker, insofar as they were 
‘brought in’ the international not on their own terms. To quote Walker, “The official stories all tell 
tales of inclusion. But official stories about the inclusions of the sovereign state and system of sov-
ereign states systematically erase the complex patterns of exclusion that have enabled official stories 
of inclusion.”38 

This remains to be the case, Walker concluded, notwithstanding the globalisation of world 
politics, as observed in the practice of declaring exceptions as part of the Global War on Terror.

It is in this sense that Walker’s discussion on the ‘double outsides of the modern international’ 
comes across as akin to the notion of periphery adopted in above-discussed works seeking to de-cen-
tre IR; for, both portray the periphery as ‘outside’ but not as constitutive of the international. While 
periphery’s ‘outside’ status is lamented, a solution is sought in asking ‘so what do you think about X, 
Y and Z?’ What is missing is an understanding of the periphery as constitutive of the international 
not only by providing bodies and lands whose labour and riches were usurped (I), and an/the ‘other’ 
to one’s ‘self ’ (II), but-also as thinking actors who have been a part of what Sankaran Krishna has re-
ferred to as “the intimate dialogue between “Western” and “non-Western” economies, societies, and 

32 Anderson, “From Subjugated Knowledge to Conjugated Subjects”, p. 392.
33 R.B.J. Walker, “The Double Outside of the Modern International,” Ephemera, Vol. 6, No 1, 2006, p. 56-69.
34 Ibid., p. 58.
35 R. B. J. Walker, Inside/Outside: International Relations as Political Theory, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1993.
36 Walker, “The Double Outside of the Modern International”, p. 62-63.
37 Hedley Bull and Adam Watson (eds.), The Expansion of International Society, Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1984. Cf. Shogo 

Suzuki, Yongjin Zhang, and Joel Quirk (eds.), International Orders in the Early Modern World: Before the Rise of the West, 
London, Routledge, 2014.

38 Walker, “The Double Outside of the Modern International”, p. 67.
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philosophies” (III).39 Such ‘dialogue’ is not only about othering dynamics (as emphasised by Walker) 
or about material exploitation (as explored by centre-periphery approaches) but also comprises cen-
turies of learning in that one can no longer boldly claim sole authorship of X, Y and Z. 

Approaching the Periphery as ‘Constitutive Outside’
The contrast between understanding the periphery as merely ‘outside’ or as ‘constitutive outside’ 
crystallizes in Vivienne Jabri’s critique of Foucault’s analysis of Iran and the 1979 revolution. That 
Foucault did not make the international or “imperialism, its practices, and modes of resistance 
against it” in any way central to his analyses would be an understatement.40 Yet it is not only a post-
colonial critique of Foucault that Jabri offers. Further to the point, Jabri argues that even when 
Foucault turned to the international, as in a series of articles on the Iranian revolution written in 
the context of his trips to Iran in 1978, the scholar “clearly interprets the Iranian revolution in terms 
of its opposition; or resistance to, modernization”.41 That some Iranian revolutionaries indeed de-
clared their stance as one of opposing ‘the modern West’ is not what is contested here. What Jabri 
contests is Foucault taking their declaration at face value, a move that she regards as “informed by a 
distinct cultural sensibility, one that understands modernizing rationalities as essentially emergent 
from the West and as possessing an expansive dynamic that has the historical effect of diminishing 
other cultures”.42 Then, what is missing from Foucault’s uncritical acceptance of the revolutionaries’ 
ideological declarations as resisting modernization, according to Jabri, is an appreciation of Iran (or 
other ‘Islamic societies’) as 

“[possessing] their own experiences and interpretations of the modernizing imperatives of 
national identity, imperatives that were central to their liberation from colonial rule as well as 
being core to the transformation of the lived experience of many, essentially, transformations 
expressive of liberation from religious doctrine.”43

The point being, while Iranian revolutionaries’ self-representation placed them ‘outside’ of 
(narratives on) modernity, and as Foucault accepted such self-portrayal as befitting his critique of mo-
dernity (‘inside’), what was missing from both was an understanding of Iran as ‘constitutive outside’.44 
That such a self-referential understanding of modernity is also present in critical accounts is not with-
out irony, as Sankaran Krishna has underscored.45

There is indubitably a paradox at the heart of the notion of ‘constitutive outside’. Yet this 
is a paradox that de-centring approaches neglect at their own peril. The paradox is that while the 
periphery has been left outside of those narratives that mainstream IR has produced about the in-

39 Sankaran Krishna, “The Importance of Being Ironic: A Poscolonial View on Critical International Relations Theory,” 
Alternatives, Vol. 18, No 3, 1993, p. 388.

40 Vivienne Jabri, “Michel Foucault’s Analytics of War: The Social, the International, and the Racial”, International Political 
Sociology, Vol. 1, 2007, p. 69; also see, Krishna, “The Importance of Being Ironic”.

41 Jabri, “Michel Foucault’s Analytics of War”, p. 76.
42 Ibid., p. 77.
43 Ibid., p. 78.
44 For an elaboration on the global constitution of modernity, see Gurminder K. Bhambra, Rethinking Modernity: 

Postcolonialism and the Sociological Imagination, New York, Palgrave, 2007.
45 Krishna, “The Importance of Being Ironic”.
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ternational, this is not to be confused with what has transpired in world politics. Periphery has been 
constitutive of the international in at least three ways, as identified above: material exploitation (I), 
othering (II), and learning (III). This is not a claim to ‘know’ what has ‘really’ transpired in history, 
but to underscore that periphery’s exclusion from mainstream (and sometimes critical) IR’s narra-
tive on the modern international is just that: exclusion from a particular narrative. Needless to say, 
narratives are not without consequences, and periphery’s exclusion from mainstream IR’s narrative 
on the international has had consequences. While this is a narrative that needs de-centring, as a 
strategy for globalising IR de-centring cannot be reduced to asking the periphery ‘so what do you 
think about X, Y and Z?’, as if periphery has not been constitutive of those very things. Consider 
the following two examples.

Marshall Beier’s account on the absence/presence of Indigenous peoples in IR begins with the 
observation that “Indigenous peoples have never constituted a subject matter appropriate to the focus 
of the field inasmuch as none has ever been possessed of the principal preoccupation of its mainstream 
scholarship: the Westphalian state”.46 Yet, Indigenous peoples are not entirely absent from IR in that, 
theorizing about state of nature and the social contract, upon which much of mainstream IR is built, 
was informed by early colonial encounters, which were documented in European travelogues, “the 
enduring influence of which in social contractarian thought recommends their treatment as founda-
tional texts to the social sciences”.47 Here lies the paradox about Indigenous people as a ‘constitutive 
outside’ to IR. On the one hand, they are nowhere to be found in mainstream IR narratives. Further-
more, calls for considering them are often met with scepticism for above-mentioned reasons. On the 
other hand, it is based on European travellers’ (however erroneous) observations about Indigenous 
peoples that much of social contractarian thinking in IR has developed.48 Calling for de-centring IR 
on grounds of its inability to capture Indigenous peoples’ lives and seeking to include them is one 
response to such eventuality. Another response is to interrogate the ways in which Indigenous peoples 
are present, identify the erroneous aspects of their portrayal in European travelogues and the influ-
ence of such portrayal on social contractarian thinking in IR, thereby making room for alternative 
conceptions of the international.

Whereas Beier’s account focuses on self/other dynamics at work in the shaping of constitu-
tive relations between Indigenous peoples and IR, Blaney and Inayatullah look at the Dependency 
School to disentangle other aspects of constitutive relations. Dependency thinking is an archetypal 
account of world politics insofar as it is ‘simultaneously “cast out” of international relations and…
[is] the necessary constitutive other of international relations,’ the authors write.49 On the one hand, 
Dependency School thinkers pointed to input and experiences ‘from below’ that have been the ‘con-
stitutive outside’ to institutions and processes ‘from above’ (material exploitation). On the other hand, 
Dependency School scholars who offered such accounts have been ‘cast out’ of IR for being ‘ideo-
logical’ and/or ‘unscientific’ (othering). Yet, as Blaney and Inayatullah noted, Dependency School 
has made important contributions in bringing about a recognition, within IR, of the limitations of 

46 Marshall Beier, “Beyond Hegemonic State(Ment)s of Nature: Indigenous Knowledge and non- State Possibilities in 
International Relations”, Geeta Chowdhry and Sheila Nair (eds.),  Power, Postcolonialism, and International Relations: 
Reading Race, Gender, and Class, London and New York, Routledge, 2002, p. 83.

47 Ibid., p. 82.
48 Beate Jahn, The Cultural Construction of International Relations: The Invention of the State of Nature, London, Palgrave 

Macmillan, 2000.
49 Blaney and Inayatullah, “International Relations from Below”, p. 1.
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an ‘ontological individualism’, which ‘in the guise of ‘science… works to deflect our attention from 
the co-constitution of times and places’.50 Put differently, dependency theory has been ‘constitutive 
outside’ to critical IR (learning) by way of its critique eventually being absorbed (albeit not always 
acknowledged) by neo-Gramscian and historical sociology approaches. 

Juxtaposing Blaney and Inayatullah’s analysis of the ways in which periphery in general and Depen-
dency School in particular have been constitutive of the international (material exploitation) and IR’s nar-
rative on the modern international (othering and learning) with the accounts provided by critical schol-
ars who developed centre-periphery approaches offer further support to my argument about periphery 
as ‘constitutive outside’ here. Consider the following web of relationships: Galtung’s key text on structural 
violence51 was authored in response to an invitation by Kenyan scholar and activist Ali Mazrui,52 who was, at 
the time, one of the key collaborators of the World Order Models Project.53 Cardoso credited ECLA circles 
for generating the ideas that later found their form in the Dependency School.54 Frank, who contributed 
to ECLA debates, also collaborated with Wallerstein.55 In introducing The Essential Wallerstein, the author 
credited not only his World System approach colleagues (Frank, Amin and Arrighi), but also peripheral fac-
tors and actors in the development of his thinking.56 If it was not for his effort to understand Africa, Waller-
stein wrote, he might not have sought to develop a new conceptual framework with its own unit of analysis 
(World-System) and method (“simultaneously historic and systemic”):

“I initially thought that the academic and political debates were merely over the empirical 
analysis of contemporary reality, but I soon became aware that the very tools of analysis were 
themselves to be questioned. The ones I had been taught seemed to me to circumscribe our 
empirical analyses and distort our interpretations.”57

In terms of periphery thinkers, Wallerstein listed Franz Fanon as one of his three key intel-
lectual influences, noting that “Fanon represented for me the expression of the insistence by those 
disenfranchised by the modern world-system that they have a voice, a vision, and a claim not merely 
to justice but to intellectual valuation.”58 

The point being, it was in the attempt to make sense of periphery, and following the lead of 
periphery thinkers that Wallerstein came to recognise the role played by the centre and periphery in 
constituting the international, which was later termed the ‘World-System’. 

As such, centre-periphery thinking is a good example for making the case for studying pe-
riphery as ‘constitutive outside’. Periphery is constitutive of the international not only by providing 
bodies and lands whose labour and riches were usurped (I), and other/s as foil to one’s self (II), but 

50 Ibid.
51 Galtung, “A Structural Theory of Imperialism”.
52 Parviz Okpewho (ed.), The Scholar between Thought and Experience: A Biographical Festschrift in Honor of Ali A. Mazrui, 

New York, Global Publications, 2001.
53 R.B. J. Walker served as the rapporteur of the same project. See R.B.J. Walker, World Politics and Western Reason: 

Universalism, Pluralism, Hegemony, New York, World Order Models Project, 1982; R.B.J. Walker, One World, Many 
Worlds: Struggles for a Just World Peace, Explorations in Peace and Justice,  Boulder, Lynne Rienner, 1988.

54 Cardoso, “The Consumption of Dependency Theory in the United States”.
55 Frank, “The Development of Underdevelopment”.
56 Wallerstein, The Essential Wallerstein.
57 Ibid., p. xvii.
58 Ibid., p. xxii.
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also as thinking actors who have produced ideas of their own and together with others (III). Such 
ideas have served as ‘constitutive outside’ to IR narrative/s on the international, even as those nar-
ratives have left periphery (doubly) ‘outside’. While the first and/or second of these three dimen-
sions are appreciated by scholars seeking to de-centre IR, the third is rendered invisible when the 
periphery is portrayed as a new entrant. Only through understanding the ways in which periphery 
has been ‘constitutive outside’, I suggest, can we begin to make sense of the international as co-
constituted by centre and periphery in toto. 

Conclusion
That the insights and experiences of periphery are not reflected in IR narratives does not mean that 
they have had little or no contribution to make59—only that their insights, interventions, experiences 
and inputs do not always get acknowledged in prevalent accounts. It is in this sense that critical theo-
rist Susan Buck-Morss has called for a “double liberation, of the historical phenomena and of our own 
imagination”, remarking that “by liberating the past we liberate ourselves”.60 Absent that, de-centring 
IR approaches run the risk of being reduced to inquiring into others’ perspectives as if they are new 
entrants to the international, as if the issue is about perspectivity alone, as if perspectives are indepen-
dent of power and politics, and as if the centre’s narrative is not yet another perspective. Following 
Wallerstein, it is indeed “easy to consider one’s own views to be expressions of the universal and others 
as so many expressions of multiple particular”61 and part of the de-centring agenda is about recognis-
ing what is portrayed as universal knowledge is yet another particular perspective.62 Wallerstein’s pro-
posed strategy for de-centring is designed toward “collectively analysing, appreciating, and approach-
ing a maximally rational, maximally democratic world”.63 But then, such a solution cannot but be built 
on the realization that our particular perspectives have not evolved autonomously but through give-
and-take. While it is important to interrogate the claim on the part of some to have/pursue universal 
knowledge on X, Y and Z, this cannot be done in the absence of inquiry into the ‘constitutive outside’ 
of that very knowledge. 

Hence Edward Said’s emphasis on the need for studying ‘beginnings’ as opposed to inquiring 
into the presumed ‘origin’ of things.64 His preferred method, ‘contrapuntal reading’ focuses on the “in-
tertwined and overlapping histories” of humankind, thereby urging researchers away from searching 
for presumed origins of things. To quote Said:

“the history of all cultures is the history of cultural borrowings. Cultures are not impermeable; 
just as Western science borrowed from Arabs, they had borrowed from India and Greece. Culture 
is never just a matter of ownership, of borrowing and ending with absolute debtors and creditors, 

59 Earliest such criticism of IR is found in W.E.B. Du Bois’s works from the 1940s as noted by Errol Henderson: “that 
‘Western scholarship in the field of international relations (IR) rarely addressed or was informed by political processes 
in Africa” (African Realism?  International Relations Theory and Africa’s Wars in the Postcolonial Era (Lanham: Rowman 
and Littlefield, 2015) 11. Blaney and Inayatullah look at the limitations of IR as not of ‘absence’ as such, but a failure to 
acknowledge ‘presence in the process of constitution’.

60 Susan Buck-Morss, Hegel, Haiti, and Universal History, Pittsburgh, University of Pittsburgh Press, 2009, p. 149.
61 Wallerstein, The Essential Wallerstein, p. xx.
62 Dipesh Chakrabarty, Provincializing Europe: Postcolonial Thought and Historical Difference, Princeton, Princeton 

University Press, 2000.
63 Wallerstein, The Essential Wallerstein, p. xx.
64 Edward W. Said, Beginnings: Intention and Method, New York, Basic Books, 1975.
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but rather of appropriations, common experiences, and interdependencies of all kinds among 
different cultures. This is a universal norm.”65

With efforts on ‘Global History’ and ‘Global Sociology’ underway (and without losing sight 
of their limitations) we are bound to find out more and more about such “appropriations, common 
experiences and interdependencies” between core and periphery. In the absence of an appreciation 
for the periphery as constitutive of the international, critique risks becoming “self-contained and self-
referential”66. In contrast are the kind of reflections offered by de-centring approaches, which risk 
reifying those totalizing conceptions of the international that they are otherwise critical of. For, the 
study of ‘constitutive outside’ is never merely about telling another story about exotic lands far-far-
away, but about overlooked aspect/s of the very same story, be it about sovereignty,67 international 
law,68 democracy,69 the state of nature70 or anti-colonial resistance.71
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