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as chINa raPIdly Moves to center stage in 
world politics, the question of this emerging su-
perpower’s international purpose and foreign 
policy is becoming more important than ever. 
What is china’s international mission, and how 
might it realize its agenda? does it even have a 
blueprint for action? the chinese government’s 
offi  cial line is often very vague on these questions. 
however, while china’s international strategy is 
currently undergoing major transformations,1 at 
the unoffi  cial level china’s intellectual elite have 
been advancing a diverse set of arguments about 
china’s future international role. because the in-
tellectual power of these emerging views will, to 
varying degrees, infl uence policy choices in the 
future, it is essential for observers of chinese for-
eign policy to pay serious attention to the lively 
intellectual debates taking place inside china. In 

this spirit, I here review the infl uential works of 
Zhao tingyang, a distinguished academic at the 
Institute of Philosophy at the chinese academy of 
social sciences in beijing. 

although Zhao had already established himself 
as a philosopher before 2005, the publication of 
his book Tianxia Tixi that year made him a star in 
china’s intellectual circles, helping to extend his 
infl uence beyond the confi nes of philosophy into 
the realm of international relations. Four years 
later, he published a second volume further de-
veloping his tianxia (literally, “all-under-heav-
en”) theory while offering a more comprehen-
sive outline of his own political philosophy. his 
philosophical theory of international relations 
has had a huge impact on china’s community of 
international relations scholars, stirring up ex-
citement as well as curiosity. this is due, in part, 
to the fact that chinese scholars in this fi eld have 
not been able to produce a theory as sophisticated 
as his, even though this has been on their agenda 
for some time. 

Not being a philosopher myself, I shall concen-
trate on those parts of Zhao’s writings that direct-
ly pertain to international relations, which are 
most of his 2005 book and most of chapter 4 in 
his 2009 book. readers can also consult two of 
his english-language articles for a summary of 
his theory.2

let me fi rst note the motivations behind Zhao’s 
project. While intellectual curiosity and ambition 
certainly have been the initial drivers of his tianx-
ia theory, an important motivation is also to “re-
think china” so as to rethink the world and de-
velop chinese views and theories of world poli-
tics. at root is a strong desire to provide an in-
digenous chinese perspective on international 
relations and to prepare china intellectually for 
a greater, more constructive and distinctive role 
in world aff airs. as Zhao puts it, “the historical 
signifi cance of ‘rethinking china’ lies in recover-
ing china’s own ability to think, reconstructing 
its world views, values and methodologies, and 
thinking about china’s future, chinese concepts 
about the future and china’s role and responsi-
bilities in the world.” 3 

believing that china can become a new kind 
of great power — one that is responsible for the 
whole world, but in a diff erent way from histori-
cal empires — Zhao aims to create new concepts 
about the world and world institutions by promot-
ing the idea of tianxia as the pivotal unit in ana-
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lyzing world politics. he finds many inadequacies 
in existing Western theories of international re-
lations, not least their exclusive emphasis on the 
nation-state as the unit of analysis. In his view, 
the world today is still a “non-world,” and the real 
problem we face is not so-called “failed states,” 
but a “failed world.” he faults Western theories 
for contributing to this “failed world” with their 
emphasis on the nation-state, and asserts that 
china’s tianxia theory, which borrows its key in-
gredients from ancient chinese thought, can rem-
edy this critical deficiency. he argues that tianxia 
theory offers an alternative, far better model of a 
future world order that takes into account the in-
terests of the entire world, whatever its constitu-
ent elements. 

What, then, is Zhao’s theory of the tianxia sys-
tem? although he does not always clearly or log-
ically lay out its elements, one can nevertheless 
reconstruct the conceptual framework by noting 
four of its main components. 

First, tianxia, a dense concept referring to “the 
world,” has three meanings: 1) the earth or all 
lands under the sky; 2) a common choice made 

by all peoples in the world, or a universal agree-
ment in the “hearts” of all people; and 3) a po-
litical system for the world with a global institu-
tion to ensure universal order. With the concept 
of tianxia, therefore, the world is understood as 
consisting of the physical world (land), the psy-
chological world (the general sentiment of peo-
ples) and the institutional world (a world institu-
tion). Zhao claims that this conceptualization re-
gards “the world” as the highest political unit, set-
ting it apart from Western conceptualizations that 
stop at the nation-state as the highest unit of anal-
ysis. this chinese-style analysis uses the structure 
of “family –state–tianxia,” which Zhao argues is a 

wider and more powerful explanatory framework 
than those found in Western theories.4 

second, an important principle of the tianxia 
system is “the exclusion of nothing and no one,” 
or, put differently, “the inclusion of all peoples 
and all lands.” that is, under the tianxia system 
nobody can be excluded or pushed aside, since no 
one is essentially incompatible with others; noth-
ing is considered “foreign” or “pagan.” Moreover, 
tianxia is fair and impartial to all peoples: it is 
meant to be of all and for all, and never of and for 
anybody in particular. thus, the right to rule or 
the legitimacy of governance in the tianxia sys-
tem is, in theory, open to all peoples. the central 
idea of tianxia, furthermore, is to reconstitute the 
world along the lines of the family, thereby trans-
forming the world into a home for all peoples.5 
It is this principle of “non-exclusion” that makes 
tianxia such an expansive system.

third, Zhao insists on the importance of a 
world institution as the highest political entity or 
authority capable of caring for the entire world. 
this, in effect, amounts to saying a world govern-
ment is necessary in the tianxia system. according 

to his theory, internal order depends on external 
order; or to put it differently, a lower-level order 
such as the one between nation-states always de-
pends on a higher-level world order of which na-
tion-states are only constituent parts.6 he there-
fore argues that “internationality,” which is the 
concept upon which most Western theories of in-
ternational relations are based, is unsuitable for 
thinking about world order. Instead, it must be 
replaced by the concept of what he calls “world-
ness,” whose scope is broader than and subsumes 
“national interests.” 

Fourth, the tianxia system envisions a world sys-
tem characterized by harmony and cooperation 

Believing that China can become a 
new kind of great power, Zhao aims to 
create new concepts about the world 
by promoting the idea of tianxia as the 
pivotal unit in analyzing world politics.
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without hegemony. the coherence of the system 
is maintained through the internal harmony of di-
versity.7 however, the pathways to harmony and 
a world institution receive very little treatment in 
Zhao’s first book. to fill this gap, the 2009 volume 
develops the two ideas of “the strategy of com-
mon imitation” and “confucian improvement,” 
couched in the language of game theory. the 
strategy of common imitation is regarded as the 
key to the formation of a stable institution, since 
it is argued that a common imitation of the best 
strategy available among all the players in a game 
will lead to a stable equilibrium.8 “confucian im-
provement” aims to achieve harmony as a mutu-
ally beneficial condition by creating a situation 

in which the common interests achieved by co- 
operation among players will always be greater 
than separate interests achieved by individual 
players on their own. Zhao argues that “confucian 
improvement” is a major advance over “pareto im-
provement” as discussed in the Western litera-
ture.9 Named after the Italian economist vilfredo 
Pareto, a pareto improvement is a situation where 
a reallocation of resources within an economic 
system improves the lot of at least one individual 
without making any other individual worse off. 

the tianxia system thus imagines a world in-
stitution that can 1) make the common interests 
of the whole a priority over individual interests, 

so that the benefits of joining the system will al-
ways be greater than the benefits of leaving it; 2) 
create a structure of harmony where individual 
interests are so interlocking and mutually con-
stituted that anyone’s gain will always result in 
a gain for others, and anyone’s loss will always 
lead to a loss for others; and 3) create common 
values by being inclusive of all cultures while de-
nying the dominance of any one of them, so as to 
transform enemies into friends and realize world 
peace.10 In short, the significance of this system 
lies in its putative ability to maintain worldwide 
peace, interests and order. Zhao further argues 
that this system would be superior to the three 
Western approaches that most resemble china’s 
tianxia: the ideal of the roman empire, which re-
lied on military conquest; christian universalism, 
which tried to solve political problems through 
religion; and Immanuel Kant’s “perpetual peace” 
thesis, which smacked of unilateral cultural impe-
rialism.11 thus, tianxia is considered to be the best 
blueprint for world politics in the future. 

this is a stunningly beautiful vision of a future 
world order. but what are the main problems? 
before evaluating the framework, I should like 
first to point out a few misunderstandings and 
misinterpretations of Zhao’s work. 

First, it is a common impression that by employ-
ing the idea of tianxia, Zhao is trying to revive the 
old hierarchical, sino-centric system of premodern 
east asia, which, at least to some foreign observ-
ers, suggests that china has hegemonic ambitions. 
this is a fundamental misunderstanding. Zhao has 
pointed out clearly in several places that he is not 
simply recycling the old concept of tianxia; rath-
er, he is trying to renew it and give it fresh mean-
ing within the realities of world politics in the 21st 
century12. his understanding of tianxia is, there-
fore, different from the imperial chinese view (in-
deed, from any other scholar’s view). In any case, 
he has based his theory on the model of the Zhou 
dynasty (c. 1100-256 bc), rather than the unified 
chinese empire after 221 bc. he emphasizes that 
the practice of imperial china deviated from the 
best practices of the Zhou dynasty, thus distorting 
the tianxia ideal, but even the Zhou dynasty was 
not a perfect embodiment of his tianxia system.13 
the objective of Zhao’s project, therefore, is to re-
invent the concept of tianxia as a way of thinking 
about world politics, and he should be credited for 
undertaking this serious scholarly effort. Whether 
he succeeds is a different matter. 

Zhao’s tianxia system  
is an interesting and 
perhaps exceedingly 
beautiful utopia.  
He has synthesized  
the best traditions of 
ancient Chinese thought 
to imagine a perfect 
future world order,  
but without providing  
a feasible pathway that 
can connect the two.
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second, some commentators fault Zhao for mis-
understanding the essence of chinese culture, ei-
ther by taking a dualistic perspective in interpret-
ing traditional chinese thought14 or by selectively 
using ancient chinese ideas to promote chinese 
superiority.15 this does not seem to me to be a fair 
judgment. Zhao is not trying to provide a holistic 
and comprehensive view of chinese culture; rath-
er, as he points out, he is trying to reach the best 
theoretical possibilities of world order by draw-
ing on ancient chinese thought.16 the criticism 
of Zhao’s selective use of ideas and evidence thus 
misses the point. his project has to be about the 
selective use of philosophical and historical ma-
terials, and the criteria of evaluation should be 
how well he has handled and synthesized these 
different materials. 

third, some criticisms of Zhao concentrate on 
the discrepancy between his theoretical proposi-
tions and the actual historical record. but again, 
this is wrong-headed. one cannot evaluate a phi-
losopher’s work from an empiricist’s standpoint. 
to be sure, Zhao’s understanding of the actual 
historical record may be open to question, but he 

has acknowledged that he is a philosopher, not a 
historian. Moreover, Zhao has emphasized that 
his tianxia system is an ideal, a grand utopia, and 
has never been realized in history, not even by the 
Zhou dynasty.17 he therefore looks to the future 
by reconstructing a concept from the past. 

What, then, are the problems with Zhao’s the-
sis? I shall evaluate the ways in which Zhao has 
structured and organized his arguments, the qual-
ity of his theoretical propositions themselves, and 
the merits of his utopian vision of tianxia. 

to start with, the organizational problem is the 
least serious intellectually, but it can create real 
trouble in understanding what the author is try-
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ing to convey. Zhao’s writing is usually elegant 
and accessible, but his 2005 book is poorly organ-
ized. after a well-written introduction, the rest 
of the book is basically composed of two confer-
ence papers, with repetitions of views scattered 
in several places. the book as a whole therefore 
lacks organizational and analytical coherence. 
this may be one reason why so many commenta-
tors have misread the main arguments. In fact, his 
english-language articles are analytically clearer 
than his 2005 book. 

second, some of Zhao’s theoretical and philo-
sophical assertions invite skepticism. For exam-
ple, he writes that “Western thought can think 
about conflict, but only chinese thought can 
think about harmony.”18 this seems to have dis-
counted the entire liberal tradition of Western po-
litical thought. there is also a tendency to over- 
emphasize the hobbesian tradition in the West 
so as to create an analytically useful contrast with 
the tianxia ideal in the chinese tradition.

the critical flaw of Zhao’s thesis, however, is his 
failure to outline any clear pathway that might 
lead to the creation of the world institution of the 

tianxia system — something on which he plac-
es so much emphasis. he insists on the priority 
of the world institution, yet surprisingly fails to 
provide any description of how it might come 
about. how can such an institution be created 
and maintained? his “world institution” is a sort 
of chinese-style world government, and he has 
tried to convince skeptics that the chinese tianxia 
system will be very different from Western-style 
imperial dominance. that may be. but given that 
his utopia has never been realized before, this dis-
course lacks persuasive force. Why should one be-
lieve that china’s tianxia system would fare any 
better than previous failed attempts at world gov-

It is a common impression that by 
employing the idea of tianxia, Zhao is 
trying to revive the old hierarchical, Sino-
centric system of premodern East Asia. 
This is a fundamental misunderstanding.
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be praised for thinking about tianxia seriously, 
for introducing chinese concepts to the outside 
world and for taking a balanced and eclectic ap-
proach to political theory by drawing on both the 
chinese and Western traditions. he is perhaps the 
first modern chinese scholar to have systemati-
cally theorized the tianxia, without committing 
the fallacies of radical confucianism, which wants 
to take china back into the ancient society in toto, 
or those of New confucianism, which claims that 
chinese culture has every ingredient of moder-
nity already, even liberal democracy. From Zhao’s 
works one can also glimpse the rising intellectual 
tide among chinese scholars in rethinking china’s 
international role. Zhao’s project itself remains in-
complete. but it has at least succeeded in stirring 
up a chinese imagining of the future world order. 

feng Zhang is an assistant professor in the 
department of international relations, 
tsinghua university, beijing.
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ernment? In fact, if one looks at the Zhou dynasty, 
the system closest to Zhao’s ideal, one will discov-
er that 1) the Zhou system was created by con-
quest, and 2) it eventually broke down because 
it was unable to rein in the individualist and self-
interested pursuits of its member states. because 
Zhao has not convincingly shown how the tianx-
ia system might work as a peaceful and harmoni-
ous system, one is likely to balk at his proposal. 
Indeed, Zhao’s failure to offer a clarifying analysis 
of the world institution’s design is one of the most 
important reasons behind some foreign observers’ 
suspicion that he is trying to revive china’s impe-
rial mode of governance in the 21st century.19 

Zhao envisions a tianxia system that can take 
care of the interests of the whole world and is the 
guarantor of world peace and order. but how can 
such a system be devised, and who can be the 
agents of peace and harmony? Zhao proposes two 
strategies as pathways to a stable and ideal world 
institution: “common imitation” and “confucian 
improvement.” each, however, has its own prob-
lems. “common imitation” may fail because there 
may not be any common knowledge of the best 
strategy, or the best strategy is simply not recog-
nized. as for “confucian improvement,” it may not 
be possible to reach conceptual agreement on the 
common interests that are perceived to be greater 
than individual interests. In any case, the relative 
gain of interests is most likely to be proven ex post 
facto. Moreover, perception aside, there may be 
cases where individual interests are simply greater 
than common interests, as Zhao readily acknowl-
edges.20 there are, therefore, a host of institution-
al design problems with regard to Zhao’s tianxia 
system. Interestingly, without providing a realistic 
pathway, Zhao often falls back on the position that 
we should first adopt his world view or analyze 
world politics from the perspective of “worldness” 
rather than “internationality.” Few would deny 
the need for a broad perspective on world poli-
tics, but the reality seems to have worked against 
the formation of a world government in the past. 
there is a long way to go from conceiving an ide-
al to developing a workable plan. It is hoped that 
Zhao’s future works will fill this gap. 

In the final analysis, Zhao’s tianxia system is 
an interesting and perhaps exceedingly beautiful 
utopia. he has synthesized the best traditions of 
ancient chinese thought to imagine a perfect fu-
ture world order, but without providing a feasi-
ble pathway that can connect the two. he should 




