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Tianxia, Empire and the World:
Soft Power and China’s Foreign Policy Discourse ithe 21" Century

Abstract

China’s recent ‘charm offensive’ is captivating tihverld stage. Although there has been a
thorough cataloguing of China’s soft power asseteims of the effectiveness and limitations of
the PRC’s public diplomacy, much less attention Iesn paid to how the normative aspect of
China’s growing soft power will set the world agandhis essay will examine the concept of
‘Tianxid to understand Chinese visions of world ordernXia is interesting both because it was
key to the governance and self-understanding afetimillennia of Chinese empire, and also
because discussion of Tianxia is becoming popuiminain the twenty-first century as an
alternative world order that is universally valkdrstly, the paper will examin€ianxia tixi[The
Tianxia System], a popular book that discussedlandcusive world order that aims to solve the
globe’s problems with a world institution that erabes difference through a ‘magnanimous’
system of governance. Then it will examine somé¢hefphilosophical and historical problems
posed by this romantic understanding of Tianxiapamticular how its approach to ‘Otherness’
encourages a ‘conversion’ of difference, if notamquest of it. The essay thus examines how
Tianxia has been redeployed in ways that blur theceptual boundaries between empire and
globalism, nationalism and cosmopolitanism. It dodes that Tianxia is a strong example of
how domestic and international politics overlap anfbrm each other as part of a broader
struggle over the meaning of ‘China’. Soft poweugtworks not just in international influence,
but also can tell us about the identity politicsafional image in domestic politics. Hence rather
than guide us towards a utopian world order thdt salve global problems, Tianxia is an
example of how some in China are working to re-eefthinese understandings of world order
as a patriotic activity. This essay thus 1) criticalescribes a non-western worldview as an
example of soft power, and 2) examines how ideaggeinto play in Chinese foreign policy
discussions.

Acknowledgments

I would like to thank the Centre for Chinese Stgdat the University of Manchester and the
British Academy/Chinese Academy Social Sciencesingsfellowship for funding fieldwork in
China. Comments from the following people were Viegjpful: Sumalee Bumroongsook, Elena
Barabantseva, David Blaney, Paul A. Cohen, Mustagamal Pasha, Chih-yu Shih, Wang
Yizhou, and the participants at the World Economacsl Politics Institute seminar where |
presented this essay.

Biography

William A. Callahan is Chair of International Patg at the University of Manchester. He is also
the Research Director of Manchester’s Centre fan€de Studies and Co-Director of the British
Inter-university China Centre. He has publishedclas on East Asian politics in journals
including International Organization, Alternatives, Asian 8ey, Journal of Contemporary
China, and his most recent books aB®ntingent States: Greater China and Transnational
Relations (Minnesota, 2004) andCultural Governance and Resistance in Pacific Asia
(Routledge, 2006).



Tianxia, Empire and the World:
Soft Power and China’s Foreign Policy Discourse ithe 21" Century

[. Introduction: Soft power, utopia and politics in China

In the past two decades many concepts have beatedloto understand post-Cold War
international politics, ranging from ‘the end ofstary’, to ‘the clash of civilizations’,
‘globalization’, and new understandings of ‘empit&Vith the rise of anti-Americanism around
the world in the wake of the Iraq War, the conagfpsoft power’ has taken on new relevance.
Indeed, although Joseph Nye introduced this cortoeaitionalize a decline of US hard power in
the early 1990s, in 2003 he felt it necessary &oifgl and systematize the soft power concept at
the height of US hard power. Nye’s purpose in the03 thus was different, namely to warn the
American leadership of the hazards of ‘going inafcas the sole superpower in the twenty-first
century® But while American soft power has experienced andtic decline in the past five
years, the soft power of the concept itself haseia®ed: ‘soft power’ has now spread beyond
analyses of US influence to understand the noneccepower of the European Union, Japan
and other states.

Most recently, the concept of soft power has beepleyed to understand the rise of
China beyond its growing military power and econongiout. Rather than acting as a
revolutionary power that challenges the internatiosystem, Beijing has been engaging in a
‘charm offensive’ to convince the world of its pefd status quo intensions. Scholars thus have
been busy analyzing the People’s Republic of CHRRC)’'s growing soft power in terms of
state policies that have successfully spread Chipalture, language, development model and
peacekeeping troops around the wdrld.

One of the most important aspects of soft powénesability of a state to set the agenda
of international politics and use its values toimeihot only world problems, but also define the
range of solutions to these problefslthough there has been a thorough cataloguir@hifia’s
soft power assets in terms of their effectiveness$ lanitations, much less attention has been
paid to the normative aspect of soft power. If pnedictions about China overtaking the United
States to be the dominant superpower in the nextdiecades are true, then how would China
run the world?

Investigation of Chinese visions of world order ax@ new — in 1968 the doyen of
American Sinology, John King Fairbank, edited tleenmal text on this topicThe Chinese
World Order: Traditional China’s Foreign Relation$Fairbank’s idealized description of a
hierarchical Sinocentric world order with the Cliaeempire at the core and loyal tributary states
and barbarians at the periphery has generateddesabie debate over the past four decades.

! Fukuyama 1989; Huntington 1993; Held, et al. 199&dt and Negri 2000; Harvey 2003.

2 Nye 1991; Nye 2003; Nye 2004; Leheny 2006. AltHollye coined the term, the concept of soft power
draws on earlier international politics theorisistsas Hans J. Morgenthau, Ray S. Cline, Klaus Knor
Richard N. Rosecrance, Robert Cox and sociologisth as Steven Lukes (see Nye 1991, 29-35, 266).
% Nye 2004, 73-89; Haine 2004; Leheny 2006.

* Gill and Huang 2006; Ramo 2004; Kurlantzick 20B&n 2006; Joseph S. Nye, ‘The Rise of China’s
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discussing the PRC’s growing soft power (see Embaithe People’s Republic of China in the United
States of America, ‘Soft power, a new focus at @Hiritwo sessions™, (14 March 2007); Pang 2006;
Pang 2005; Wei 2005).
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But what is most interesting is that while prominemstern experts have concluded that China
is status quo power that is unlikely to challenige international systeftthis idealized version

of China’s imperial past is now inspiring Chinesédars’ and policy-makers’ plans for China’s
future — and the world’s future. Rather than simphpvide suitably Chinese parallels to
‘international’, ‘security’ or other mainstream émbational relations concepts, many public
intellectuals in Greater China have been promotiregancient concept offfanxid (X ) to
understand Chinese visions of world order in wds go against China’s official policy of
peacefully rising within the international system.

Tianxia is interesting both because it was keyhodovernance and self-understanding of
three millennia of Chinese empire, and also becdisrission of Tianxia is becoming popular
again in the twenty-first century. In April 2005e0minent philosopher at the Chinese Academy
of Social Sciences (CASS), Zhao Tingyang, publishieghxia tixi: Shijie zhidu zhexue daolun
[The Tianxia System: A Philosophy for the World tihgion] to describe a Chinese model of
world order that is universally valitiThe Tianxia Systeimecame a best-seller in China because
it caught a wave of interest in Chinese-style sohst to world problems, and especially an
interest in how the traditional concept of Tianxdambines the seemingly contradictory
discourses of nationalism and cosmopolitanism. Xisathus has become a topic of conversation
not just among public intellectuals and IR schqldnst also in much the broader arenas of
popular culture and state policy: Zhang Yimou’sergcfilm Hero was not just an international
blockbuster, it also promoted the notion that hsroiinvolves sacrificing everything for
Tianxia.'® Likewise, Chinese president Hu Jintao’s new ‘hamibos world’ foreign policy
narrative draws on concepts similar to Zhao's Tiarsysten:* Discussion of Tianxia also has
spread beyond China’s borders: the premier histmfaverseas Chinese, Wang Gungwu, chose
‘Tianxia and Empire’ as the topic for the inaugufiaai Lecture at Harvard in 2006, while
Chinese-American academic Fei-Ling Wang warnedefinfluence of concepts like Tianxia in
the International Herald Tribungas did Geneva-based Xiang Lanxin in Singapot#iged
Morning Newg Lianhe zaobap*? Hence in the past few years, there has been ai@ianzz not
just in China, but also among the Chinese diaspasapart of a lively debate over whether
Tianxia constitutes ‘China’s contribution’ to worltvilization. While Chinese scholars have
been employing traditional concepts — includingnkia — to explain current domestic and
foreign policies for over a decadd, Zhao's plan for a Chinese-inspired world utopia
dramatically shifted these discussions from thegnarto the mainstream as a sort of patriotic
cosmopolitanism. In this way, the Tianxia systerthis current answer to the perennial question
that transfixes policy elites in China: what is @is proper role in the world?

Discussions of cosmopolitanism in the past few desahave often sought to decenter
power and knowledge relations, and question hibreat modes of governance. Yet recent
trends among Chinese intellectuals are going iiffarent direction: ‘decentering’ has been the
problem for Chinese intellectuals; their key gamlpast century has been to ‘re-center’ China as
the focus of world politic? In terms of its economic strategy, China certaisligoing global’

China’s traditional foreign policy among many cunraternational relations scholars in the PRC (see
Qin 2006; Yan 1995; Dan 2005).
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Tribune (11 April 2006); Xiang Lanxin, ‘Jieyan quqi, shyam hexie’ [Give up talking about [China’s]
rise, be careful discussing [world] harmorlyianhe zaobadSingapore), (26 March 2006).

13 See Dan 2005, 23-38; Li 1999; Sheng 1995; Liu 1992
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by seeking to create a set of successful ‘Chingledsal consumer brands, as well as developing
its own set of global technical standardsThis essay will explore how Chinese state
intellectuals likewise have been involved in depalg universal standards of civilization for a
Chinese-style world order.

To explore the normative aspects of emerging Chisaft power politics, this essay will
examine Zhao's discussion of how the all-inclusiManxia system would solve the world’'s
problems with a world institution that embracedat#nce through a ‘magnanimous’ system of
governance. Since Zhao (as we will see below) akitg to the positive aspects of Chinese
thought, the first section will sympathetically smarize his argumerf. Then the next section
will examine some of the theoretical and historigalbblems posed by this romantic
understanding of Tianxia, in particular how its aggch to ‘Otherness’ encourages a
‘conversion’ of difference, if not a conquest ofhat transforms all difference into the (Chinese)
self.

The essay thus examines how Tianxia recently hasn bedeployed by China’s
intellectuals of the state and public intellectuaisong the Chinese diaspora in ways that blur the
conceptual boundaries between empire and globalmatipnalism and cosmopolitanism. It
concludes that Tianxia is a strong example of he@mektic and international politics overlap
and inform each other as part of a broader struggge the meaning of ‘China’. Soft power thus
works not just in international influence, but atsm tell us about the identity politics of natibna
image in domestic debates. The power of Tianxiaehess from the sophistication of its
theoretical argument than from its strategic plameinin China’s discursive networks of power.
Rather than guide us towards a utopian world atttkgrwill solve global problems, Tianxia is an
example of the workings of soft power in the sethse it re-centers Chinese understandings of
world order as a patriotic activity in domestic iiok. The popularity of Zhao's very peculiar
book therefore helps us understand how discussibrsoft power’ often tell us more about a
state’s internal identity politics than about itder in international society. In other words, it
shows how worldview, national image and soft powaer intimately linked in discussions of
foreign policy’’

II. The Tianxia system

The problem in international politics today, acéogdto Zhao, is not ‘failed states’ but a ‘failed
world’.*® Indeed, he declares that our world is actuallp@n‘world’*® Here Zhao is appealing
Chinese philosophy’s guiding normative logic: whiteorld’ should refer to a peaceful order,
what we have is a disordered world of chaos. Wni&y would see world disorder as a political
or an economic problem (that would be solved byetieb political or economic system), Zhao
feels that world chaos is a conceptual problemotier the world we need to first create new

world concepts which will lead to new world struetsi ° Since western concepts (especially
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those from the Westphalia system) have gottentosiims mess, Zhao boldly states that only the
Chinese concept dfianxia— literally translated as a All-under-heaven — pawperly order the
world. Throughout his discussion, he plays with tieinition of this ancient and often vague
term, sometimes reading Tianxia as ‘the World’, atiger times understanding it as ‘Empire’.
Either way, Tianxia is presented as a legitimateldvorder that is very different from western
imperialism. This new way of thinking of global fems on a global scale presents a utopia
that orders political relations in quite differemtays from popular understandings of
globalization and cosmopolitanisi.But this is a utopia that will set the analyticahd
institutional framework necessary to solve the disriproblems — in other worlds, Tianxia is
presented as a utopia that has practical applicatio

Tianxia: three interwoven meanings

In its most basic sense, Tianxia is a geographieah. Tianxia is actually one of the few
classical Chinese concepts that uses two charatiemsandxia. Tian is the heavens, the sky,
and what is on top, while xia is an indexical termmaaning below, lower, inferidf. Tianxia thus
refers to everything below the sky, and thus is momly used in classical texts to refer to the
earth or to the (Chinese) world.

But Zhao argues that in addition to this materiadl @jeographical sense, Tianxia also
contains two other important meanings that arejusit descriptive, but normative: a) Tianxia
referring to all the people, the people’s hearinkin [&.L»), the people’s will, and b) Tianxia as
the world institutiorf® Each of these three meanings of Tianxia — geoggablpsychological,
and institutional — is necessary and interdependienZhao’s normative world. They are
indivisible; otherwise ‘Tianxia-the world’ would Beestroyed* Here Zhao is elaborating on
Chinese thought — Tianxia is actualyt the focus of contemporary or historical debate in
Chinese philosophy — and directing his arguments much wider audience to tackle problems
not just in political philosophy, but in politicacience In this way Zhao seeks to unify not
only the world, but the world of thought as wéll.

1. Tianxia as ‘the World’ geographically

Zhao argues thaworld chaos comes from using the improper perspedt view the world,
conceptualize its problems and thus formulate sbiat Arguing that a world order based on
national interests leads to conflict — includingrsva Zhao tells us that we need to think about
world order in terms of a truly world view. The \Wais problems are too big for any one nation,
superpower, region or international organizatiothdugh the United Nations and the European
Union are good ways of thinking beyond the statd tome from good intentions, Zhao feels
that they are still limited by their reliance orethnalytical framework of international relations
that is based on thinking from the nation-state.

To counter this mainstream way of framing ‘the intgional’, Zhao looks to an ancient
passage from Lao zi'®aode jing (Ch. 54) that instructs us to ‘use the world [Xiah to
examine the world [Tianxia]'. Zhao uses this impoitt passage to argue that Tianxia is more
than a place: it is a method for looking at wortdlgems and world order from a truly global
perspective — thinkinghroughthe world rather than thinkingboutthe world from an inferior
national or individual perspective. While existitigeories provide a ‘view from somewhere’,

*! |bid, 35.

2 See Xu 1981, 1, 2.

2% Zhao 2005, 41, 123-24.

> |bid, 42.

?® |bid, 32.

% Ibid, 30. For a historically informed discussidftie unity of world and the world of thought in i6a
see Bgckman (1998, 310-46).



Zhao's Tianxia presents a holistic ‘view from ewehere’?’ Likewise, to have world order, we

need to measure the world according to a worlddstalh) rather than according to national
interests.

By thinking through the world with a view from eyarhere, Zhao argues that we can
have a ‘complete and perféétunderstanding of problems and solutions that lisirialusive’.
With this all-inclusive notion of Tianxia, thereligerally ‘no outside’ wuwai— Jz#h). Since all
places and all problems are domestic, Zhao says ‘tmia model guarantees the priori
completeness of the worl@® World unity thus leads to world peace and worlchiany.

2. Tianxia as ‘all the people’

The all-inclusive nature of Tianxia is more thammgephical. Zhao uses it to define the second
notion of Tianxia as ‘all the people’. Here he urides how a proper Tianxia system does not
have an ‘outside’ either geographically or ethicdflwhile the present world system is defined
according to the competing needs of nation-stalieao highlights how Chinese thought stresses
political philosophy, especially ethics and humalations. Zhao looks to Carl Schmitt to argue
that the west organizes political life accordingdistinctions between friends and enentfies,
which inevitably leads to division and conflict. ldenstrasts this with Chinese philosophy’s all-
inclusive nature, where difference is not converigtd absolute Otherness. While the west
organizes human relations around the idea of @aolee’, according to Zhao China looks to the
practice of being ‘magnanimousiddu K J¥) to difference: ‘Those who come are not rejected,
resulting in very beneficial and good things’. @giDerrida’s argument that we ‘only have to be
tolerant toward intolerable things’, Zhao feelstttderance is only necessary when we basically
promote our own values. While China can have eeftsit heart’, it doesn’t have ‘tolerant
thought’; rather China has ‘magnanimous thoughit tioesn’t reject ‘the Othet™.

In China’s all-inclusive Tianxia system, then,tofistions between inside and outside,
and even friends and enemies are more relativeahsolute’®> While the west divides the world
according to racial distinctions, Chinese thoughitas it according to an ethical logic that is
cultural.®* The goal of the Tianxia system is ‘transformatidhua 1t ): the aim of this
‘comprehensive model’ is to change the self andQhbweer, and thus normatively order ‘chaos’
by transforming the ‘many’ into ‘the on& While Schmitt defines politics as the practice of
publicly distinguishing between friends and enemi&sao tells us that ‘Tianxia theory is a
theory for “transforming enemies into friends,” wletransformation” seeks to attract people
rather than conquer therif.

Thus Tianxia as ‘the world’ includes ‘all peopleZhao glosses the famous classical
passage ‘Tianxia is shared’iénxia wei gonyjto argue that ‘Tianxia is the people of Tianxia’s
Tianxia. The people of Tianxia all think in term§ TBanxia. Of course this is the superior
ideal’.®” Likewise, Zhao quotes another famous classicabgmes ‘Tianxia is one family’
(Tianxia i jig) to argue that the world is one famif.

27 Zhao 2005, 108.
%8 |bid, 40.

29 bid, 51.

%0 bid, 14, 30.

31 See Schmitt 1996.
32 Zhao 2005, 13.
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The philosophical and political problem, for Zh&how to represent the interests of the
people of Tianxia as a truly world interest. Heusg — at length — that democracy is illegitimate
for representing the world interest because 1) itbased on individual desires, which are
manipulated in both elections and surveys, andtBdagh democratic institutions may work in
domestic politics they don’t (and he argues cawtyk on a global scaf®.Because of these
problems and contradictions, democracy is judgedet@n ‘erroneous’ way of determining the
people’s will.

Because ‘the masses always make the wrong chpifkab reasons that the people’s
general will needs to be determined by a ‘carehdenvation of social trends’. These ‘careful
and sincere observations’, Zhao tells us, ‘canebetietect the truth and come to a better
reflection of public choice than do democratic &tets’*° Since the masses are easily misled,
only the elite can think through the world and haveiew from everywhere'* Moreover, since
‘most people do not really know what is best foerth but that the elite do [sic], so the elite
ought genuinely to decide for the peopfeZhao thus concludes that majority rule needs to be
guided by the rule of the majority of the Tianxiaople's ‘elite’* Indeed, Zhao states that
democratic elections have led to the ‘disasters’Hifer's Germany and America’s ‘new
imperialism’** Therefore the elite task of representing the pEsgieart is more important than
popular democracy’. The criteria to judge the people’s heart thusais‘fieedom’ but ‘order’ —
which is one of the main themes of Chinese thogight order/chaos zhiluan jf/%L). Tianxia,
Zhao reminds us, refers to the greatest and higindet?°

3. Tianxia as the world institution

Since the Tianxia system is defined by order, Zévgmes that this alternative world order needs
to be established and maintained through a wodttirtion. As he concludes the book: ‘Tianxia
theory is the core philosophy ... that provides theepest theoretical plan for the world
institution’*” Because Tianxia refers to the greatest ordestitscture as the world institution
has fundamenental legitima&y/Again, Zhao tells us that although the EU andUieseem to

be super-state regional and world institutionsy thee limited by a worldview that is based on
nation-state§?

While the west organizes political life in terms tife three levels of ‘individual,
community and nation-state’, Zhao tells us thatn€ke political thought looks to the levels of
‘Tianxia, state, and family’. While the western \Wbiprioritizes the individual and works in
terms of the nation-state, the Tianxia system stattthe largest level, Tianxia, and orders
political and social life in a top-down mannér.

The legitimacy of the Tianxia world system does ooie from procedural measures
such as those that define liberal democracy (lextiens or the outcome of rational debate in
civil society), but from two substantive criteriainiversal effectiveness and complete

% bid, 10.

40 Zhao 20064, 31.
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transitivity>! Thus the political rules and ethical judgement &pply at one level need to apply
effectively at all levels: remember that democra&yan ‘error’ because it applies only at the
domestic level of the state, but not at the woeldel of Tianxia. To argue these points about
effective transitivity, Zhao uses a famous pas$ema the Confucian ‘Great Learningdaxué
that links pacifying Tianxia, governing the statelgroperly ordering familie¥.He argues that
this logic shows the ‘priority and primacy of woggvernance by a world institution’ with order
‘descending down to states and familigdn this hierarchy, both ends of this continuum are
important — but for different reasons: while Tiaxirovides political order for ‘inferior’ levels,
family (jia %) morality sets the ethical standard for superimels> As a way of shifting our
attention away from state-centric views of orded amrld politics, Zhao stresses that the family
and Tianxia are the two pillars of his world instion.

Zhao concludes one of the core chaptersTioé Tianxia Systerwith a comparative
analysis of historical empire systems, arguing thatTianxia system is the most appropriate for
the twenty-first century> The Roman empire, the British empire, and Amesica&w empire all
have fatal flaws. The Roman empire was a univeesglire that expanded its territory through
military conquest, and thus had no natural bordeng. British empire, on the other hand, is an
example of modern imperialism that is based onldlgee of the nation-state, which integrated
the illegitimate ideas and practices of nationajignperialism, and colonialism. This conjuction
of capitalism and imperial colonialism resultedaim unbalanced world system that followed the
divisive logic of the nation-state by imposing itemial borders between peoples. America’s
‘new empire’ of globalization has transformed madanperialism’s direct control into a more
hidden domination of the world’s politics, economiand culture. This globalization of
American values means that the US not only plagsgime, but sets the rules as well — which
Zhao feels is ‘disastrous®.

Lastly, Zhao presents the ‘Tianxia model’ as thetsmn to both modern imperialism and
new imperialisnt” While previous empires have taken a particulaionagtate as the model and
universalized its particular values, criteria at@hdards, Tianxia is the only system that thinks
through the world. When we take Tianxia asaapriori and complete concept for the world
institution, then we can distinguish a positiveglism from a negative globalizatichsStill,
Zhao stresses that he is not advocating the resiomeof ancient China’s imperial practice; his
objective is to sketch out a utopia, with TianXmedry providing only a ‘theoretical plan’ that
utilizes the resources of China’s tradition thoutjhihdeed, he spends the bulk of this five page
description of Tianxia criticizing other people armdher places: the US-led Iraq War,
Habermas’s communicative rationality, Nye’s softvyeo, Hardt and Negri's new understanding
of empire, the international politics of human tigtthe limits of liberalism, and so 8h.

Hence Zhao doesn’t dwell on the details of howwloeld institution would work in the
twenty-first century, or how we would get from theesent international system to his utopian
Tianxia system, except to note that participat®waluntary®* At other times, Zhao states that
while Tianxia institution is shared, each localitpuld be independent economically, politically

*1bid, 19

%2 See Confucius 1971, 357-59.
%3 Zhao 20064, 8.
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and culturally as sub-states in the Tianxia systather than autonomous nation-states in the
Westphalian international systéfindeed, on the last page of the book Zhao opimais‘¥hat

we have discussed here is merely limited to théopbphical questions of Tianxia theory, and
the realization of the future’s world institutiorontel certainly poses very complicated questions,
which philosophy cannot yet answé?’.

To sum up, Zhao tells us that the world has serpmigical problems that need to solved
first conceptually, and then institutionally. Zha@rguments grow out of a more general feeling
among Chinese intellectuals that China’s ethicatesy of domestic and international order was
destroyed by the violent tendencies of selfish (@3 nation-states that operated in the
Westphalian world system that continues to orderworld. Zhao provides the Tianxia system
as the solution to the world’s problems, arguingttive need to think through the world to
understand it, and thus effectively and legitimatgbvern it. Tianxia is a hierarchical system
that values order over freedom, ethics over lawl, &ite governance over democracy and human
rights. It is literally a ‘top-down’ prescriptionof the world’s ills. Employing a mixture of
tradition and modernity, the book uses ancientstéatpropose a very modern solution to the
very modern problems of world order. Tianxia isgamted ashe proper all-inclusive master
narrative of world order that will solve all the wais problems through a single master
institution that has ‘no outside’ and operates etiog to a ‘view from everywhere’. Rather than
being like contemporary philosophical debates difi@n question such master narratives, Zhao’s
reasoning is like popular strands of theoreticaisds that seek the final ‘theory of everything’.

[ll. Philosophical and Historical Criticism

Before proposing the Tianxia system as the solutotine world’s problems in the body of the
book, in his ‘Introduction’ Zhao needs to clear #aholarly terrain of rival theories from both
China and the west. He quickly goes through théohisof contemporary Chinese thought,
arguing most strongly against a group of scholah® wive a robustly self-critical view of
China’s struggles with modernity and the wsthao feels that this obsession with ‘digging up
skeletons’ from China’s past and looking to the wWes answers makes the Chinese people lose
hope, and thus damages China’s ‘social cohesion w@mty’. ® He quotes Foucault's
power/knowledge argumefftbut argues that ‘at the same time we also musssthe relations

of “knowledge/responsibility” as the theoreticalaneng of knowledge’. He concludes that ‘truth
is not the highest judgment, for truth must be gdndh must be responsible, because in the end
what humanity needs is life, not trufff’.

Zhao’s project thus is to ‘transcend the histdriraits’ of Chinese tradition in order to
explore the theoretical possibilities offered byir@&se thought for dealing with contemporary
problems>® Rather than dwelling on ‘past mistakes’, Zhao \@eiiberately takes what he calls a
‘positive view’ of Chinese tradition: ‘Simply putye must discuss the positive meaning of the
concept of “China”®® In this way, Zhao is able to revive an 3000 yelar (@nd unachieved)
ideal like Tianxia by looking to ‘its conditions gossibility’ and ‘potential beyond histor{f.

°2 Zhao 2005, 78.

®3 |bid, 160.

® For an interesting discussion of debates in copteary Chinese thought see Wang Hui (2003, 140-
187).

% Zhao 2005, 4-5.

° See Foucault 1980.

®7 Zhao 2005, 5-6.

°® Ibid, 16.

% |bid, 3.

% bid, 46.
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The goal thus is not criticize China (whose proldeame all figured as in ‘the past’ rather than
the present), but to ‘rethink China’ in order t@beith the world’s futuré’

Beyond his general rhetorical style, Zhao's préest@n of the Tianxia system raises a
number of issues for both classical Chinese phibgaand contemporary social theory. | will
first examine the problems of his use of classitisihese texts, and then consider the problems
of his engagement with contemporary social theory.

Chinese philosophy

Zhao is certainly not the first Chinese scholatotok to tradition for answers to contemporary
problems. This was the task of New Confucian movenoé the twentieth century, which was
revived in the 1980s-90s on mainland China by eas<hinese scholars such as Harvard’'s Tu
Weiming. Curiously, recent philosophical and soai@ience investigations of Chinese thought
rarely discuss ‘Tianxia’ as a global id€aRather they look to Confucian ethics to see how
Chinese culture can help us better understandigetatéions in terms of human interactions on a
very inter-personal scale, or look tan to explain China’s immanent and anthropomorphic
spirituality.”® The closest they come to Zhao's work is in tryingshift discussions of human
rights from legalistic ‘rights talk’ to concentrateore on ‘human dignity’ figured as the product
of human relations, which includes obligations tcisty.”* Thus rather than explore the
possibilities of Tianxia system, this diverse grafpscholars is more interested in ‘Confucian
humanism’. More to the point, although many conterapy scholars are also interested in
Confucianism as a universally valid philosophy,ist common to distinguish ‘Confucian
humanism’ from the historical legacy of ‘imperialo@ucianism’ as an authoritarian state
practice. Hence most authors consciously avoidiniglkabout Tianxia as part of the
contemporary potential of Chinese thought.

While Zhao is certainly striking out in a new ditiea by exploring the theoretical
possibilities of Tianxia, his argument is basedaooavalier use of a few key passages from
Chinese thought, which upon closer consideratidnadly don’t support his Tianxia worldview.
Zhao’s argument for thinking through the world a&sbd largely on his reading of Chapter 54 of
Lao zi's Daode jing ‘use the world [Tianxia] to examine the world difixia]’. This passage is
cited numerous times in each chapter, but Zhaollyga&es it out of context. The larger passage
is ‘use the self to examine the self, use the famalexamine the family, use the neighbourhood
(bangJ¥) to examine the neighborhood, use the world toréxa the world. How do | know that
the workings of the world [Tianxia] are like thisfom this'’® Thus while there is nothing in this
passage that prioritizes Tianxia over other spatestivity — and actually suggests that we start
with the self, not with the world — Zhao readasta top-down hierarchy: ‘while you can’t easily
sacrifice the needs of units at one level for titerests of a unit at another level, at the same
time, it also signifies that the superior levelgd#o exist, and that common interest comes from
them more than from the units at the inferior Ist&f Quoting Lao zi to support a world
institution also goes against the general tenathefDaode jing where utopia is presented as
suspicious of grand ordering projects and everkihgnbeyond one’s village (see chapters 60,

" bid, 10-11

?See Tu, et al. 1992.

®Tu 1989; Hall and Ames 1998, 235-44; Tu el al.2L99

" Ames 1997; Rosemont 1988; Zhao 2005, 22-25, 98, Zi8ao 2006b.

’® Also see Xiang Lanxin, ‘Jieyan qugi, shenyan hg8eop talking about [China’s] rise, be careful
discussing [world] harmonyl,ianhe zaobadSingapore), (26 March 2006).

® Translation based on Ch’en 1981, 241-42; Chen 1885-75. For a different interpretation see Ames
and Hall (2003, 160-62).

" Zhao 2005, 62.
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80). Thus, Zhao is disingenuous in his use of Ma@de jingto support his argument for a
hierarchical world order that thinks through therld@nd acts through world institutions.

Zhao likewise plays fast and loose with other kiagsical Chinese texts. Throughout the
book, Zhao employs the phrases ‘Tianxia is shar€@dnxia wei gongand ‘Tianxia is a family -
Tianxia yi jid to support his argument that Tianxia is the hgghend best perspective, and that it
works like a family’® But, once again, these phrases come from a kegici text — th8ook of
Rites (Liji)'s ‘Great Harmony’ — the full passage of which adly calls into question Zhao's
arguments? A closer consideration of the Great Harmony passigpws how these two phrases
are going in opposite directions: while ‘Tianxiagbared’ is the utopian goal, ‘Tianxia is a
family’ refers to the failure of Great Harmony.idtneither the norm nor the objective; ‘Tianxia
is a family’ is something to be avoided, or perhaply tolerated.

Is Zhao's presentation of Tianxia a productive fm@isling® of the Chinese tradition that
opens up theoretical possibilities? Perhaps. Inymaays, Tianxia is an empty or negative term
— it refers to everythingut the heavens — that needs to be explained angbiated While other
contemporary scholars stress the need to actimédypret Chinese thougftZhao appeals to
‘tradition’ for authority while also using a moregtivistic style of stating ‘facts’ and criticizin
‘errors’. | am not arguing that Zhao's Tianxia ®mtis ‘a lie’, ‘wrong’, ‘erroneous’ or a
‘mistake’, so much as suggesting that on philoscadhgrounds his use of Chinese texts is not
very persuasive. Rather than a productive misrgadfrnthe tradition, Zhao seems to be more
interested in selecting a few phrases to use amstoto brand his new Tianxia system: ‘use
Tianxia to examine Tianxia’, ‘Tianxia is sharedljanxia is a family’.

Social theory

In discussing the benefits of the Tianxia systemad employs contemporary social theory’s
concept of self/Other relations to compare how wital borders are drawn in China and the
west. Here he is following thinkers like LevinasdaBachelard in seeing social relations and
space as ethical and normative practfée&onnolly and Walker applied this mode of analysis
international relations to question how foreignippkemerges when the national self performs its
identity as a mode of exclusion of the Other a®mifin enemy? The critical aim of these
theorists is to resist the urge to convert diffeeemto Otherness, and thus let diverse modes of
life exist.

Zhao’s most important argument, then, is that Gendhought and the Tianxia system
provide a productive form of self/Other relatiohattdoes not alienate difference to the outside.
But upon scrutiny, Zhao'’s argument that China lasutside or Others runs into problems. His
argument concentrates on how the west has absolkexeluded otherness, and has dealt with
difference through conquest. Yet Todorov's analysfissarly European-American encounters
shows how violent conquest is only one mode ofidgalvith difference: conversion to the
conqueror’s worldview is the other technique of @mal violencé” In other words, although
exclusion is an important issue recent feministlyam®s of patriarchal societies, for example,
have shown how it is important to examine how &ghér relations work tinclude difference
in hierarchical ways. Thus although Zhao's all-Hrsive Tianxia system may not have an outside,
its institutionally-backed ‘self’ utilizes both adlste exclusion and hierarchical inclusion to
control three social groups: the west, the peapid,other nations along China’s frontier.

8 Zhao 2005, 30, 63, 65.

" See de Bary 1960, 176.

8 See Bloom 1975.

81 Liu 2006; Tong 2006.

82| evinas 2000, 75-88; Bachelard 1994.
8 Connolly 1991, 36-63; Walker 1993.

8 Todorov 1984.
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1. Excluding ‘the west’

Zhao’s master narrative is based around a fundahantl absolute distinction between a moral
China and an immoral west, whose individualist tifdusystem and Westphalian world system
he feels need to be transcended. Although Zhaeris imterested in how analytical frameworks
set the terms of debatehe is going in a different direction from scholatch as Wang Hui
who argue that it is essential to question sucblates distinctions to understand China: ‘So, just
what are China’s problems? Or, what methods or daeguage should be used to analyze

them?... [since] the binaries of reform/conservatism, thest¥i@hina, capitalism/socialism, and
market/[state] planning are still hegemonic consept problems can hardly be brought to
light'.®® Hence even though Zhao is very critical of how tees thought employs absolute
binaries, he uses the same analytical frameworkhoha/west to construct and exclude ‘the
west’ as the Other.

Although he cites numerous modern and contempavasgern thinkers — including Kant,
Marx, Husserl, Schmitt, Habermas, Foucault, Ralkxrida, Hardt and Negri — Zhao does not
explore their views at any length. Rather he dbssriwestern thought in terms of an absolutist
version of Christianity that is intolerant of ‘heye, and violently excludes unbelievers as
‘pagans’®’ In this way, Zhao ignores the vibrant explorati@miscosmopolitanism since Kant
revived this discussion in the late eighteenth wsntindeed, one Chinese word to describe
cosmopolitanism is Tianxia-isntignxia zhuy).2® Perhaps Zhao overlooks current discussions of
cosmopolitanism because their focus on ‘cosmopolii@mocracy®® and ‘actually existing
cosmopolitanisms® runs against his Tianxia system’s unitary worldtitation governed by
elites. Zhao is more interested in critiquing ‘neream’ thought, so he likewise treats
international relations theory as nothing but staetric realism, and thus does not consider how
post-positivist IR theory is self-critically congidng many of the same questions that interest
him. In other words, Zhao is not interested inicaity understanding western thought so much
as creating an Occidentalized west as the Othesisdo reaffirm the identity of Tianxia as the
all-inclusive self.

In a broader sense, Zhao is mixing up ‘is’ and gy using his utopian Tianxia model
to criticize the faults of historical empires. Tlgsespecially significant because China actually
has a 2500 year history of empire(s), and thus altiveof historical experience in world
ordering®* Moreover, each empire has had its own utopianl idéd@ax Romana, the civilizing
mission, white man’s burden, manifest destiny, feeld, and so on — to inspire its governance
regime. In other words, all of the ‘western’ empirdiscussed imMhe Tianxia Systerhave
likewise argued that they are best for the worldh@smanifestion of an altruistic philosophical
project that is not only just, but inevitable. Imst sense, Zhao'®ax Sinicamission is quite
similar to that of the western imperial scholarsowte criticizes; he is likewise aiming to
integrate culture and pow&ijn what some now call China’s ‘yellow man’s burtef using
China’s ethical mode of governance to pacify amilize the world® As Friedman summarizes:

8 Zhao 2005, 1, 7.

8 Wang Hui 2003, 146.

87 Zhao 2005, 14, 49, 51-54, 59, 77, 99.

® The more common Chinese word for cosmopolitismdgd-ism @hijie zhuyj).
8 See Archibugi & Held 1995.

% See Cheah & Robbins 1998.

1 See Wang GW 2006.

%2 See Said 1978, 2; Said 2000, 346.

% See Nyiri 2006, 106; Ren 2006, episode 12.
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‘To be a Chinese patriot is to be an ethical bemgmitted to a better future for the human race
in an authoritarian, hierarchical, China-centerealeh’®*

2. Guiding the masses

As noted above, Zhao's main argument against deangcis that the world’'s masses are
incapable of thinking through the world, and thasmot be trusted to act in a truly world interest.
He goes on at length to criticize common peoplebéiad followers, selfish, irresponsible,
foolish, and vulgar’. Zhao likewise worries abo fegitimacy of a society that is dominated by
‘swindlers, petty people, whores, idiots, and scbals’*® In this sense Zhao is following a
Maoist line of using the category ‘the people’ mutlusively to embrace all persons, but in a
restrictive sense that hierarchically organizesppeaccording to the distinction of ‘the people’
and ‘non-people®® Zhao's solution thus is not to totally exclude freople, but to include them
in a hierarchical way that is guided by the elite.

3. Conquering and Converting Other Nationalities

Zhao does not give much historical evidence for uhkty of the Tianxia model. As we saw
above, he is more interested in the possibilitiegure thought than in the messy experience of
history. Even so, at times Zhao does elaboratettat twe means by an all-inclusive Tianxia that
seeks to transform enemies into friends. But rathen stress how inside and outside are
‘intimately’ interwoven?’ Zhao argues that Tianxia describes a place thail ipart of the
normatively good ‘inside’, and thus lacks an owsf@duwaj). Within the all-inclusive Tianxia,
there are distinctions between inside and outsidgwai N/4}), including in international
relations?® Yet Zhao feels that these relations are not oblaks Otherness, but of relative
cultural difference. Zhao thus uses imperial Chiriribute system’ as the guiding model for the
effective integration afforded by Tianxia. He cith® example of inner and outer zonesifu
andwaifu) in the Sinocentric imperial order to explain hdifference co-exists in the Chinese
system which was not organized around clear tewltborders. Rather imperial China and the
Tianxia system order the world through a seriesasicentric circles with the civilized imperial
capital at the center flowing out to embrace theoues ‘barbaric’ peoples at the periphery. This
differentiation between inner and outer led to imgde China’s ‘civilization/barbarism
distinction’, where ‘[a]ccording to Chinese conceptarbaric lands and tributary states became
beneficial competitors’ for Chinese civilizatidh.

While Zhao stresses that these were not raciahdigins, this is a moot point. If we
accept that ‘race’ is a pseudo-scientific conceptiayed to explain cultural differences, then the
category of ‘racism’ did not exist before moderreace and social Darwinism. When Zhao says
that the benefit of this ‘civilization/barbarismiteraction was an ‘objective discussion of the
long term advantages and disadvantages of diffexgdhires’, it certainly sounds like a hierarchy
of cultures analogous to modern racism and the BRGirent concern with the ‘population
quality’ of its ethnic minorities’® More to the point, these hierarchical culturaktieins where
the goal is to transform enemies into friends feathe logic of the other technique of empire
discussed above: conversithThe workings of conversion are clear in this intpnt passage
from the key Confucian texthe Menciuswhich later became a slogan for a dominant stodnd

% Friedman 2007, 8.

% Zhao 2005, 27.

% See Schoenhal994.

% Bachelard 1994, 217-18.

% Zhao 2005, 53.

% bid, 53, 59-61; also see Dan 2005, 25-39; He9@5] 7-15; Fairbank 1968a.
190 7hao 2005, 54; Jiang 1999, 8, 10, 12; Dikétter2t9dpnis 2006; Nyiri 2006.
101 5see Todorov 1984.
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Chinese frontier policy: ‘I have heard of the Clsaeonverting barbarians, but not of their being
converted by barbarians®® While Zhao suggests that we need to transform Ipsopy
‘improving their interests’, Shapiro reminds us ttheommunity-building always entails
community-destroying®®

In current discussions of world order, it is poputasee traditional China as a benevolent
empire that provided peace and stability for caatubefore the arrival of western imperialism in
the nineteenth century? This narrative is now often used in internationelations texts to
explain why China is not a threat to world order tire twenty-first century® Yet this
comparison of a war-mongering Westphalian Europih &i peace-loving imperial China that
didn’'t wage war for centuries employs a very narrdefinition of ‘war’ as an inter-state
phenomena® Actually, the Chinese state was constantly engagedolent interactions with
states and semi-states along its frontiers. Irfiigd century, the Qing dynasty (1644-1911)
expanded massively in the west, including a steigler the northwest frontier with Czarist
Russia and the Mongolian Zunghar state that lastedthe 1770s. Rather than being a case of
western imperial incursion into China, (as it isggnted in Chinese modern history textbooks),
this episode is better understood as a violenggteubetween three empires — the Manchu Qing,
Czarist Russia, and the Mongolian Zunghar — whedulted in the annihilation of the Zunghar
as a peoplé®” A key classical phrase that Zhao does not merisidnstructive: ‘The Tianxia is
united’ [Tianxia yitond describes ‘uniting the tianxia through conqué$tThis reflects how the
Chinese empire had para bellum policy where, as Johnston argues, war was a aunsta
occurrence in a zero-sum game that employed bathypolence and absolute flexibility?

Violent conflict along China’s borders is down-péaly in Beijing’s official record
because this narrative was written by imperialcodfs from the center who engaged in what
Giersch calls ‘textual incorporation’: they told igeg that the empire was in control of frontier
areas, when in fact it wasr'’ Indeed, new analyses of China’s borderlands deetalcontest
the romantic view of China as a benevolent empaeahse they use sources from outsiders who
were subject to China’s often violent imperial gohtCuriously, such research is not common in
China itself, where the Chinese empire is rarelgnsas an example of imperialism (which
following Lenin is defined as a western capitapgenomenon). Wang Hui explains that while
postcolonialism is popular in Chinese academifgdtses on a critique of western imperialism,
thus making it ‘often synonymous with a discour§¢Ghinese] nationalism’. Because imperial
China is distinguished from modern imperialism,réhés ‘not a single Chinese postcolonial
critique of Han [Chinese] centrism from the staridpof peripheral culture*!*

Hence Zhao's argument that Tianxia is all-inclusse=ms to miss the point that not
everyone wants to be included. China’s imperial emtemporary history in Tibet, Taiwan and
Xinjiang is instructive for what happens to diffece that prefers to stay outside and not be
transformed into a ‘friend’ — it is redefined asearorist separatist threat that warrants military
action. China’degal claim to these territories is strong, but Zhaa¥npis to stress thethical
legitimacy of the Tianxia model, which is sorelghking. The main question then is not whether

192 Mencius 1970, 3A/4; Dikétter 1992, 18.

193 7hao 2006¢,1; Shapiro 2004, 126.

104 See Fairbank 1968a; Zhao 2006a, 36.

1951 i 1999; Zhang, YJ 2001.

1% 5ee Kang 2003, 65-66.

197 See Perdue 2005, 256-89. For a description ofaimibut less successful — wars in the Ming dynast
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1% \wang GW 2006, 3; also see Bgckman 1998, 310-46.
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110 Giersch 2006, 12.

1 \wang 2003, 170; also see Dutton 1998.
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China has a pattern of self/Other relations thaginisilar to the west (or notf?but how the
Tianxia system addresses difference. Because 4fpa@$ his Tianxia system as ‘all-inclusive’,
any difference risks being converted into the sassmf the overarching (Chinese) self.

Zhao's The Tianxia Systens not a one-off; it is popular because it tap® i@hina’s
currentzeitgeist The PRC'’s official policy is to peacefully rise a status quo power within the
international system. But many Chinese take fonig@ that the current Westphalian system is
immoral, legalistic and encourages war. Imperiain@is Sinocentric hierarchical world order
thus is seen as the solution rather than the prol##nce Chinese culture is taken to be superior,
many feel that it is the duty of patriotic Chindgeespread Chinese values, language, and culture
not just in Asia, but around the worftf Hence, in the twenty-first century to be cosmapaliis
to be patriotic, and vice versa. But this poputaeign policy of patriotic cosmopolitanism often
goes against the PRC’s official foreign policy efageful rising, in a ‘nationalist’ struggle that is
seldom seen outside Chinese-language texts.

To sum up, this section has shown how Zhao's Teamtopia has serious theoretical
problems both in terms of its cavalier reading t#ssical Chinese texts and its odd use of
contemporary social theory’s vocabulary of ethredditions in a way that promotes ‘conversion’
rather than ‘conquest’. Lastly, it is necessaryptnt out the irony of one of Zhao’s main
arguments. He understandably criticizes the west, Aamerica in particular, for universalizing
its particular worldview at the considerable exgen$ other worldviews. But is Zhao doing
anything different? Isn’t he trying to universalittee very particular Chinese concept of Tianxia
in order to apply it to the world? And doesn’t ZleaBax Sinicarisk creating the very problems
of an intolerant world order that he seeks to sdlve

This leads us to the next section’s argumentttieateal meaning of the Tianxia system is
not found in its novel world order, but in its ratecontemporary Chinese politics. In this way,
Tianxia is a strong example of how domestic andritional politics overlap and inform each
other as part of a broader struggle over the mgamiriChina’. Qin Yaqing put it simply when
he stated that the main issue for the PRC’s engagewith the international system is not the
institutional politics how will China fit into mulateral organizations, but the identity politicks o
answering the question ‘Who is Chind%'Once again, worldview, national image and soft
power are intimately related in discussions of ipmepolicy.

IV. Conclusion: The soft power of rethinking China& rethinking the world

Although Zhao doesn't discuss it, the meaning dodinkia is even more complex than the
Empire/World dynamic. According to classical andda dictionaries, Tianxia also means
‘China’. This is one reason why Zhao'’s book is spydar: Tianxia is about China, and China’s
role in the world in the twenty-first century — whiare very hot topics in the PRC and among
overseas Chinese. According to many scholars, ialp€hina’s Tianxia system of governance
worked very well — until it was challenged by westemperialism. Thus in modern times China
was forced to build a modern nation-state to defiself from these foreign challenges. The
question that many Chinese scholars are now askimghether it is time for China (which is
now a strong nation-state) to engage in promotstablishing or constructing Tianxia — not just
for China’s benefit, but for the worfd® Indeed, Zhao quotes another public intellectuab wh
feels that after China’s recent economic successvitrld will ask China about its contribution
to world civilization, especially with theories wbrld order®

112 5ee Shih 2007.
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In this way, ‘Tianxia’ discourse is a good exampfehow ‘soft power’ takes shape as the
romanticization of a particular national cultura@oifuniversally desireable values’. Following
this line of argument with the Japanese case, Lehegls that the concept of soft power ‘has
less value as a tool for evaluating Japan’s regjiomaortance than it does as a heuristic device
for grasping how Japanese policymakers now see tegional role’*'’ Likewise, Tianxia
provides us with a heuristic device for understagdiow Chinese elites view their role in the
world, and the world itself. Moreover, the rise Ganxia discourse in China can also help us
grasp the soft power of soft power: how Tianxia hasome a dominant way of understanding
the future Chinese world order. Zhaolhe Tianxia Systenss meaningful not just as a
philosophical or an academic text. It is a bestsalhat generates broad discussion about the
meaning of ‘nationalism’ and ‘globalization’ in Gia. Its power emerges not necessarily from
its arguments — which as we saw above are quitadbamd vague — but from its position in a
network of debates among public intellectuals, estatellectuals and political leaders about
China’s role in the world as a major powét.

Among public intellectuals, the Zhao's Tianxia thedhus is embedded in China’s
political culture that on the one hand has an @nduanxiety about unity and disunity (including
order and chaos), and on the other has a strodijdraof utopian thought that seeks to address
these perennial issues with the ‘complete and pevierld’.**® Zhao thus is not alone in looking
to the past for China’s future strengths: Zhang &irs film Hero concludes with the assassin
being transformed into a hero (i.e. enemy transéakmto friend) when he decides riotkill the
emperor. The lesson drawn from this historical plras that the individual has to sacrifice
himself and his kingdom for the greater good of Thenxia empire, because as the hero reasons,
‘Only the King of Qin can stop the chaos by unifyifianxia [through conquest{®?’ Indeed, the
subtitles translate Tianxia into English simply &ur Land’. The Chinese television
documentary series on ‘The Rise of Great PoweoshfPortugal to the US that captivated the
PRC in 2006 applies this historical lesson to Chitfiature as a major powéf* ‘The Rise of
Great Powers’ is popular because [ikee Tianxia Systefhappeals to a common feeling among
Chinese people that it is China’s turn (again) itolize and harmonize the world. Indeed, in
early 2007 the same directors travelled to Japampge and North America to conduct
interviews for the sequel: ‘China’s Rodd?

Hence Zhao's book is part of the broader discussfdmow China will be a world power:
his ‘Introduction’ of The Tianxia systens called ‘Why we need to discuss China’s worldvie
Zhao feels that to be a true world power, Chinadede excel not just in economic production,
but in ‘knowledge productiort?* Contemporary Chinese thought, Zhao tells us, riglgdacking
because Chinese scholars are captivated by westeony. To be a knowledge power, China
needs to stop importing ideas from the west, anglogxits own indigenous ‘resources of
traditional thought’. Thus the aim of his book @s‘tethink China’ so as to ‘restructure China’.
But because China’s problems are the world’s prablave then need to rethink and restructure
the world in terms of Tianxia.

117 Leheny 2006, 223.

118 For a fascinating analysis that uses a similahoteto understand how ‘nationalism’ is produced in
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Here Tianxia is embedded in an important debateitabow China can fit into the world
system as a ‘responsible great power’ that hasgadethrough a network of liberal Chinese IR
scholars in the past decadéChina is trying to prove to the world (especidlig west) that it is
no longer a revolutionary state that challengesrim@tional order, but is a ‘responsible’ member
of international society”> The PRC has demonstrated this by pursuing a marilateral
foreign policy that includes expanding its membagrsh international organizations at both the
regional and the global level. Zhao'’s ‘Introducti@bso talks about China’s ‘responsibility’ to
the world, but he adds a theoretical twist to artha China will become a responsible great
power not merely in economic or military terms, buterms of concepts and structures:

Bearing responsibility for the world, and not jdst one’s own country,

this is China’s philosophical perspective. In pietit provides totally

new possibilities, especially if we use ‘Tianxia the primary analytical

unit for understanding political/economic benefif¢hen we use Tianxia

to understand the world, then we can use ‘the Wtwldnalyze problems,

and transcend the western mode of thought thasreln nation/state, and

then we will be able to take responsibility for therld as our own

responsibility, and thus create new world conceatsl new world

structures?®
Here the notion of a ‘responsible China’ shiftsrdagically from that of a conservative state that
is responsible to the present world order to Zhdoaxia that is responsible for creating a
totally new world order. Rather than the China peob being a world problem, the ‘world
problem’ is now ‘China’s problem’.

While ‘responsible China’ appealed to a networklilméral IR scholars in China, a group
of IR theorists is also very interested in Zhaoiankia system. This network is engaged in
promoting a ‘Chinese style’ of international retess theory?’ The ‘China school’ of IR theory
thus follows an academic trend that expands fromgDXiaoping’s formulation in the mid-
1980s that the PRC needed ‘to build socialism Witinese characteristics’, to build sociology,
history, law (and so on) ‘with Chinese character$st Deng was not interested in reviving
Chinese tradition, which he criticized as ‘feudd¢ology’; he concentrated on the ‘socialism’
side of the formulation to protect his market-bassfdrms from leftist criticisni?® But since the
1990s, Chinese scholars have much more interestdtei‘Chinese characteristics’ side of the
formulation, as a way of carving out space in adrational academic market for their own
unique researctt® Thus many key IR scholars are hailing Zhao's Tiarsystem as a way to
create space for a ‘China school’ of internatiostaidies in an intellectual marketplace that is
dominated by western IR? Indeed, the editors of China’s top internationaidies journal,
World Economics and Politicenvited Zhao to write the editorial page essaytlheir September
2006 issue>! But again, Zhao is doing more than contributénts tiebate which sees the ‘China
school’ as an assertion of cultural sovereignty ghatects China’s unique way of understanding
the world. Zhao is interested in transcending thiaotic (and nationalist) intellectual scene by
unifying the world of thought under the bannerla# Tianxia system.

124 See Wang 1999; Xia 2001; Shih 2005.

125 See Shirk 2007, 105-39; Shambaugh 2004/05; Jah26103; Medieros & Fravel 2003.

126 Zhao 2005, 3.

127 See Liang 1997; Song 2001.

128 Deng 1987.

129 See Shi 2006; Li 2002.

130 See Qin 2006; Wang YW 2006.

131 Zhao 2006c. Zhao was invited to speak to an iaté@nal politics group at the Institute of World
Economics and Politics in March 2007, where he welsreceived, especially among younger scholars
(Author’s interview with Wang Yizhou in Beijing, 12pril 2007).
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Lastly, Zhao's writings are embedded in the diseersietwork of China’s top political
leaders; Tianxia's utopian themes chime with Bgipn latest foreign policy narrative:
‘harmonious world’. Just five months aft€ne Tianxia Systemvas published, Chinese President
Hu Jintao outlined his four point plan for a ‘Hammaus World’ at the United Nations in
September 2005* Since then, the ‘harmonious world’ formulation hdsminated China’s
explanations for its responsible engagement wighvtbrld, including an important section of the
December 2005 white paper ‘China’s Peaceful Devetat Road”* Even hard-core realists
like Yan Xuetong now exuberantly use this idealisslogan to describe China’s recent
diplomatic victories=>*

The relation of scholarship and government polieyespecially the ties between
philosophers and the foreign ministry — is certampaque in China. On the one hand, Zhao and
the editors ofWorld Economics and Politicall work for CASS, China’s largest and most
important think-tank, which is often compared tostate ministry in terms of its size and
influence. Zhao, on the other hand, rarely refarsthte Chinese state (and never to the
Communist Party) in his book. When he is criticized other scholars for trying to use the
Tianxia system to ‘harmonize the world’ under Clsimdeadership®> Zhao demurs by saying
that he is only interested in ‘purely theoreticgliestions of world order. But then a few lines
later Zhao praises the Chinese government for ‘agasn utilizing the resources of China’s
tradition thought’ in its twin policies of building ‘harmonious [domestic] society’ and a
‘harmonious world™* Like with The Tianxia SystenZhao’s argument here is both ‘nationalist’
and ‘cosmopolitan’ since his form of utopian glabal is based on Chinese ideals.

Thus Tianxia is embedded in a broad discussio@lohese visions of world order that
includes a feature film likélero, ‘The Rise of Great Powers’ TV series, dozensratlas in
prominent IR journals, and even the Chinese praesgléharmonious world’ foreign policy
narrative. Zhao's ideas amt influential in the standard sense of everyone eggewith his
proposed Tianxia system: actually the film, the J&fies, academic articles and state policy all
disagree with him on many important issues. Raffiegio’s ideas are indirectly influential
according to the normative logic of soft power: ltees been able to set the agenda, and thus
productively generate a powerful discourse that et boundaries of how people think about
China’s past, present and future. Zhao does thigrploying familiar vocabularies: for the
general audience he talks of ‘sacrifice for Tiafher liberal IR scholars he talks of China as a
‘responsible great power’; for IR theorists he dsses how China has its own ‘worldview’ that
is different from the west; and for Beijing’s patél elite his ideas resonate with China’s
‘harmonious world’ policy. Zhao actually has venjferent understandings of these key phrases
from each of these groups, but he uses this fantéiiguage to position himself at the center of
these core discursive networks, and thus presentdmtrary views as the mainstream view. By
rethinking China in this way, Zhao is also ableréthink the world, and thus set discursive
boundaries to control Chinese popular understasdiag just of the past and the present, but of
the future as weft®” In this way, the Tianxia system is part of China&sertion of normative
soft power, but in a way that complements Chinaasdhpower of economic and military
strength.

132 Hu 2005.

133 \Wu Jianmin: “Harmonious World” helps rebut “Chifareat”, People’s Daily 20 March 2006;
State Council 2005.

134 yan Xuetong, ‘China’s first step forward in itsatmonious world-oriented” diplomacyPeople’s
Daily, (19 December 2006).

135 Xiang Lanxin, ‘Jieyan qugi, shenyan hexie’ [Stajking about [China’s] rise, be careful discussing
[world] harmony],Lianhe zaobadgSingapore), (26 March 2006).

% Zhao 2006c¢, 1.

137 See Shapiro 2004, 48.
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Although Zhao's book was reviewed alongside Habstsnaork!*® perhaps the best way

to understand the role dthe Tianxia Systens to compare it to Samuel Huntington’s high
profile writings. The point is not whether (or ndguntington’s articles are intellectually
sophisticated, or whether (or not) US policy istalied or influenced by them. Rather the texts
are powerful as polemics that define problems iecg ways that actually serve to limit the
range of possible solutions. In this way, Huntimgget the terms of the debate about post-Cold
War international politics that in turn generatedeatain range of responses. Even when these
responses are critical of the clash of civilizaoargument, they add to its influence by
recirculating the ‘clash of civilizations’ concept.

Zhao was already famous among intellectuals irhtlreanities before he put together his
thoughts on Tianxia in 2009.he Tianxia Systeworked to grow the market for a politically-
inflected discussion of Chinese utopia, and is pkawy responses from both IR scholars and
political leaders in China. By inserting his dissiost of a Chinese utopia into powerful
discursive networks, Zhao has asserted himselh@snmainstream’ for discussions of China’s
future — and of the world’s future. Zhao mainstredntianxia not by making arguments that all
would agree with; rather Zhao was successful bechasdescribed this exotic idea in terms of
already existing vocabularies and debates. Peaplehave to respond to his arguments, even
when they are discussing something else: nationatigobalization, socialism, world peace, and
so on** Although The Tianxia Systerhas serious theoretical problems, the book hate qui
successfully generated considerable social cafutaZhao as well as enhancing China’s soft
power as a source of universally valid model of ld/golitics. But rather than showing how soft
power can help us to understand the internationéiidnce of China’s worldview, Zhao's
manoeuvres show how soft power actually is bettadeustood as an inward-looking
phenomena. It helps us understand how ideas abmeigh policy — including those that chafe
with the official view — get put into play in Baig as part of the domestic politics of China’s
national image. That the main significancelbg Tianxia System
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