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Since its recognition as a first-level discipline in China in 2022, Area Studies, an interdisciplinary field
dedicated to comprehensive, regionally focused scholarship, has sparked lively scholarly debate over its academic
mission, core concepts, and methodological directions. It was against this intellectual backdrop that the Institute
of Area Studies at the College of Science & Technology, Ningbo University was established. From the outset,
the Institute has embraced a dual vision: to pursue the kind of “grand theorizing” and rigorous academic research
that responds to national strategic needs in an era of profound global transformation, while also remaining deeply
committed to grounded, micro-level inquiry: testing, enriching, and refining our existing analytical frameworks
through close engagement with specific historical trajectories, cultural practices, institutional dynamics, and
industrial changes. The five essays in this special feature take up this challenge, each offering a distinct
perspective on how this dynamic interplay between theory and fieldwork unfolds within the context of Asia-
Pacific Studies, spanning diverse domains such as disciplinary development, intellectual history, -cultural
transmission, digital governance, and county-level economies.

In “Reflections on Developing Area Studies Programs in Local Application-Oriented Universities, ” Ying
Jianhua tackles a central yet often overlooked question in the current wave of disciplinary expansion. Moving
beyond conventional academic discourse, the essay adopts the lens of “locality” and “application-orientation” to
examine how Area Studies can take root in regional contexts and contribute meaningfully to local socioeconomic
development. It not only enriches the theoretical foundations of the field but also illustrates, through concrete
cases, how theoretical insight and institutional practice can mutually inform and strengthen one another, offering
valuable lessons for curriculum planning in regional colleges and universities.

He Yang’s “Intellectual Resonance Under Shared Crisis: Cultural Mutual Aid Between Chinese Reformists
and Anti-Colonial Intellectuals in Southeast Asia” transports readers to the turbulent intellectual landscape of

modern Asia. Drawing on meticulous archival research, the essay uncovers a largely forgotten history of cross-



009
YING Jianhua

border intellectual exchange, revealing how shared experiences of national crisis fostered a transnational
“resonance field” and a network of mutual support that transcended geographic and political boundaries.

Cao Huanhuan’s “From Export to Co-Creation: Localized Innovation of Chinese Tea Culture in ASEAN,
the Reconstruction of Intangible Cultural Heritage, and Pathways for Tourism Integration” traces the journey of a
quintessentially Eastern cultural symbol across borders. Moving beyond simplistic narratives of “cultural export, ”
the essay draws on rich trade data to show how tea culture has been dynamically reimagined through interaction
with local knowledge systems in ASEAN, integrated into heritage preservation frameworks, and woven into
tourism development strategies: highlighting the transformative potential of cross-cultural co-creation.

Gu Xiang’s “Governing Cross-Border Data Flows Under RCEP: A Case Study of Ningbo’s Intelligent
Manufacturing Enterprises Going Global” zooms in on the interface between international legal frameworks and
on-the-ground business practices. Through the lens of Ningbo-based manufacturers expanding overseas, the essay
reveals the tensions, compliance challenges, and strategic adaptations that emerge when abstract regulatory
principles encounter real-world operational needs. It offers valuable empirical insights into the rapidly evolving
landscape of digital governance in the Asia-Pacific region.

Song Yi’s “Seeking and Responding to Change: Cixi’s Foreign Trade Since Reform and Opening-Up” uses
the microcosm of a county-level economy to illuminate the broader story of China’s grassroots integration into
global markets. By tracing four decades of development through distinct phases, the essay shows how
endogenous drives for transformation and institutional capacities for adaptation have worked in tandem. Notably,
the sustained engagement with Southeast Asian markets emerges as a defining thread throughout Cixi’s foreign
trade history: one that encapsulates the region’s dual logic of proactive exploration and responsive adjustment.

Together, these five contributions: spanning disciplinary reflection, intellectual history, cultural studies,
digital governance, and local economic analysis, illuminate the multiple meanings of “theory and fieldwork”
within Area Studies. The productive tension and dialectical interplay between these two poles are precisely what
sustain the field’s vitality and continued relevance. We hope this collection inspires further scholarship that builds
robust theory from grounded inquiry and advances Asia-Pacific Studies in both depth and scope.
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