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In this paper, I want to think about the placement and movement of “Asia” – whether as an object of 
research or more widely as epistemological location – through diffusion theory. My main model is the 
diffusion of law, which is one of the most salient paradigms in comparative law. I want to demonstrate that 
the project to decolonize knowledge in order to “rediscover Asia” as self-determining, can benefit from 
lessons learned in the debates on legal diffusion. Three “translations” are possible, I suggest. First, legal 
diffusion or transplantation often thrust import and export legal systems toward epistemic equivalency. The 
relevant question, then, becomes whether it is possible to reframe the order of knowledge distribution in 
terms of the image of diffusion, rather than always a unidirectional distribution from center to periphery 
along the grids of power? Second, legal transplantation theories often throw up the concerns about 
reception, mimicry, balance, repetition, and of course, translation and transposition. How comparative law 
resolves the complexity of these processes can shed light on how competing systems of knowledge travel. 
Third, the mobility of law speaks to the wider sociocultural and political context of change. The relevant 
question is: how might we more clearly map the macro- and micro-contexts in which a higher degree of 
mobility of Asia-based knowledge can be engendered? All of these translations would call for a 
reconsecration of the very idea of “Asia” in new ways, including the imaginings of “thick Asia” versus “thin 
Asia.”  
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