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The Group of 20 (G20) Global Health Summit was held on 21 May 2021 in Rome, Italy. It marked 
almost a year and a half after the initial outbreak of Covid-19 in Wuhan. Yet the world still remains in 
the thick of the pandemic. Waves of new outbreaks, driven by different variants of the virus in many 
regions of the world, clearly remind us of the inconvenient truth that no country is safe in a pandemic 
until everyone is safe.

Speaking virtually at the summit, Singapore's Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong called for close 
international and multilateral cooperation to overcome this daunting global challenge.1 He noted that 
even during difficult times, we have cooperated to restore supply chains, repatriate citizens stuck 
overseas, and share tests and medical supplies. We have also supported vaccine multilateralism 
initiatives such as COVAX, so that all countries, especially the least developed ones, can have vaccine 
access. This inspiring solidarity is most prominent within the global scientific community, wherein 
doctors and scientists are sharing information, studying the Covid-19 virus, developing treatments, 
and testing vaccines. Their collaborative efforts have enabled us to improve treatments and produce 
effective vaccines in record time.

1 Lim, Min Zhang. “Close Global and Multilateral Cooperation Key to Fighting Pandemics: PM Lee at G-20 Health Summit.” The 
Straits Times. May 21, 2021. https://www.straitstimes.com/singapore/close-international-and-multilateral-cooperation-is-key-to-
fight-pandemics-pm-lee-hsien.
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What our scientific community has achieved so quickly must be lauded as nothing short of a “miracle” 
that stands in stark contrast to the abject failure of our political leaders to unite the world in a common 

The achievements made by our scientific 
community within such a short period must be 
lauded as nothing short of a miracle. One that 
stands in stark contrast to the abject failure of 
our political leaders in uniting the world.  

cause. With each polity struggling to find 
consensus within its own borders, the continuing 
Covid-19 pandemic has demonstrated the 
woeful inadequacy of our modern state system 
to respond effectively to a global crisis. In this 
largely anarchic response to only one crisis 
among the many that are looming, what is missing 
is a global consciousness — an awareness of 
our interdependence in addressing issues on a 
planetary scale.

In 2018, the Berggruen China Center responded 
to the lack of a “whole-world vision” by initiating 
a program under the rubric Tianxia or “all 

In this largely anarchic response to only one 
crisis among the many that are looming, 
what is missing is a global consciousness 
— an awareness of our interdependence in 
addressing issues on a planetary scale.

under heaven”. As the ongoing Covid-19 crisis continues to bring this deficiency into sharp focus, 
Berggruen China Center’s Tianxia program has gained ever more currency as a humble attempt to 
inventory the world’s cultures in search of a strategy for “taking the world as the world.”

In order to build upon the theoretical foundation of the Tianxia system (天下体系) first proposed by 
contemporary philosopher Zhao Tingyang (赵汀阳) in 2005, the Berggruen China Center initiated the 
first instalment of its continuing Tianxia program in June 2018. Since this inaugural conference, the 
program has gathered leading thinkers to discuss and debate how the theory of Tianxia can serve as 
inspiration for rethinking global governance and rebuilding trust in humanity’s shared future. True to its 
dedication to cross-cultural and interdisciplinary research into the transformations affecting humanity, 
Berggruen China Center’s Tianxia program has brought together ideas from across a wide spectrum 
of cultural and intellectual terrain.
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Part 1 

Engaging Zhao Tingyang’s 
Tianxia theory

The purpose of the f irst conference of the 
Tianxia program was to ask the question: “What 
is Tianxia?” and set a context for the ensuing 
discussions on Zhao Tingyang’s Tianxia theory. The 
idea of Tianxia (天下) — conventionally translated 
as “all under heaven” — is  a familiar term in 
everyday Chinese parlance that simply means 
“the world.” But Tianxia is also a geopolitical term 
found throughout canonical Chinese literature 

The idea of Tianxia (天下) — conventionally 
translated as “all under heaven” — is  a 
familiar term in everyday Chinese parlance 
that simply means “the world.” But Tianxia 
is also a geopolitical term found throughout 
canonical Chinese literature that has deeper 
philosophical and historical significance.

that has deeper philosophical and historical significance. Over the past few decades, the meaning 
of this technical term — sometimes referred to as the “All Under Heaven System” (Tianxiatixi 天下体
系) — has been much debated, primarily but not exclusively in the Chinese literature, as a possible 
framework for a new and evolving world order and a new model of world governance. 

New thinking is urgently needed now, wherein, especially with the rise of China, the world has 
experienced a seismic sea change in the geopolitical and economic order within one generation. The 
existing world order is based upon the European Westphalian model of independent and autonomous 
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sovereign nation states each having an equal claim to furthering their own national interests. This 
Westphalian conception of the sovereign state is a scaled-up version of the liberal values of individual 
autonomy and simple equality at the political level and, to the extent that every state is out for itself, 
has resulted in a kind of international anarchy. At the same time, the cluster of problems constituting 
the current human predicament — climate change, pandemics, environmental degradation, income 
inequities, transnational terrorism, global hunger, proxy wars, and so on — cannot be resolved by 
single actors playing to win. What is Tianxia as a concept of global geopolitical order as it has evolved 

2 Tang, Junyi 唐君毅 . Complete Works of Tang Junyi 唐君毅全集 . Taipei: Xuesheng shuju, 1991, Vol. 11, pp. 101-103.

And what resources can other world cultures 
— Confucianism, Buddhism, Islam, Hinduism, 
Ubuntu, and so on — bring to the urgent task 
of shaping a new global geopolitical order and 
guiding it in an intelligent direction towards an 
ideal future of harmonious coexistence? 

within the Confucian cultures of East Asia? 
And what resources can other world cultures 
— Confucianism, Buddhism, Islam, Hinduism, 
Ubuntu, and so on — bring to the urgent task 
of shaping a new global geopolitical order and 
guiding it in an intelligent direction towards an 
ideal future of harmonious coexistence? 

Within Chinese process cosmology, a Tianxia 
understanding of “the world” begins from the primacy of relationality, thus redefining the nation 
state as a second-order abstraction from the organic relations that constitute it. Tianxia begins 
from an ecological understanding of international relations that acknowledges the mutuality and 
interdependence of all economic and political activity. The twentieth-century philosopher Tang Junyi 
underscores this organic aspect of Confucian natural cosmology in which there is only “worlding” or 
“world-making.” We are all living interdependently within an unbounded ecology that has no external 
perspective, and no view from nowhere. Tang would insist that, 

. . . when Chinese philosophers speak of the world, they are thinking of the 
world that we are living in. There is no world beyond or outside of the one we are 
experiencing… They are not referencing “a world” or “the world,” but are simply 
saying “world,” where the fact that “world as such” does not have a definite or 
indefinite article in front of it is really significant.2
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What is Zhao Tingyang’s 
Tianxia System?

With proxy wars being waged across the globe and the continuing threat of our contemporary world 
devolving into a clash among civilizations, some Chinese thinkers have turned to ancient China as a 
resource for lifting the world out of this Hobbesian state of nature. Among these intellectuals, Zhao 
Tingyang has been the most prominent in reconstructing the concept of Tianxia as a political theory 
with global implications, and recommending it to an international audience. To establish a theoretical 
framework for our discussion, our first task was to introduce an important distinction between a 
historical concept and a novel political theory. Although the term Tianxia retains the historical and 
cultural memory of ancient China, Zhao’s Tianxia system is not only a fresh interpretation of this old 
concept, but has been deliberately formulated as a new conceptual resource to serve the needs of 
twenty-first century world politics. The ancient Chinese concept of Tianxia translates roughly as “all 
under heaven existing harmoniously.” 

First, Zhao argues that Tianxia is a rational worldview. To make his point, he introduces an imitation 
test from a game theory perspective. In this game, players are motivated to maximize their own 
self-interest within a Hobbesian state of nature, and each player learns and imitates the successful 
strategies deployed by the other players. After a few rounds, the players soon learn that a strategy 
of hostility cannot be dominant in the long run because other players could copy it in subsequent 
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rounds. The strategy of hostility is irrational 
because when universally imitated, it has self-
defeating consequences. Instead of being hostile 
to one another, the players are incentivised to 
consider a strategy of hospitality. This strategic 
shift towards coexistence is rational because 
it continues to produce positive payoffs when 
copied by other players. It is the only strategy 
that does not provoke the retaliation of other 
players and hence successfully accommodates 
the challenge of others imitating it. Given that 
Tianxia is a worldview of mutual hospitality, it 
is rational according to Zhao’s imitation test. 
Zhao argues that “it is the best conception of an 
undefeatable strategy or a stable evolutionary 
strategy and it is precisely what the world 
needs today at this historical juncture.”3 Though 
some scholars might object to Zhao’s framing 
of the Tianxia concept within a game theory 
perspective, Zhao’s model has the benefit of 
introducing an otherwise foreign and obscure 

In this game, players are motivated to maximize 
their own self-interest within a Hobbesian state 
of nature, and each player learns and imitates 
the successful strategies deployed by the 
other players. After a few rounds, the players 
soon learn that a strategy of hostility cannot 
be dominant in the long run because other 
players could copy it in subsequent rounds. 
The strategy of hostility is irrational because 
when universally imitated, it has self-defeating 
consequences. Instead of being hostile to 
one another, the players are incentivised to 
consider a strategy of hospitality. This strategic 
shift towards coexistence is rational because 
it continues to produce positive payoffs when 
copied by other players. It is the only strategy 
that does not provoke the retaliation of other 
players and hence successfully accommodates 
the challenge of others imitating it.

Chinese concept to a Western audience in a language they can understand. 

Having established the rational justification for Tianxia, Zhao asks: What does a Tianxia system look 
like? His answer is that,

Zhao’s definition of Tianxia seems complex, but it is precisely this complexity that makes Tianxia 
an interesting conceptual narrative formulated to overcome the multi-faceted problems of our 

3 Zhao, Tingyang. “Can This Ancient Chinese Philosophy Save Us from Global Chaos?” The Washington Post, 
  February 7, 2018. https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/theworldpost/wp/2018/02/07/Tianxia/.
4 Ibid.

. . . the concept of Tianxia defines an all-inclusive 
world with harmony for all. It often refers to 
the physical world in early literature, but it is 
essentially a political concept consisting of a 
trinity of realms. First, Tianxia means the Earth 
under the sky, ‘all under heaven.’ Second, it 
refers to the general will of all peoples in the 
world, entailing a universal agreement. It involves 
the heart more than the mind, because the heart 
has feelings. And third, Tianxia is a universal 
system that is responsible for world order. The 

First, Tianxia means the Earth under the sky, 
‘all under heaven.’ Second, it refers to the gen-
eral will of all peoples in the world, entailing a 
universal agreement. It involves the heart more 
than the mind, because the heart has feelings. 
And third, Tianxia is a universal system that is 
responsible for world order. The world cannot 
achieve Tianxia unless the physical, psychologi-
cal and political realms all coincide.

world cannot achieve Tianxia unless the physical, psychological and political realms all coincide.4
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contemporary world. Though the alignment of the “physical, psychological and political realms” 
would appear to be more of an ideal conception than a practical goal, understanding this prospective 
notion of an inclusive harmony is a necessary starting point.

A key aspect of the Tianxia system is its mechanism of hua 化 or “transformation.” In his first 
monograph on Tianxia, Zhao explains that, 

The Tianxia theory’s key mechanism of “transformation” locates it clearly within a distinctive 
worldview informed by the Book of Changes. In fact, Qian Mu, another contemporary Chinese thinker, 
points out that the Chinese and Roman empires expanded in different ways. While the Roman 
empire used its military prowess as the basis for extending its borders, the Chinese empire by way 
of contrast used its culture to attract surrounding peoples.6 There is a clear distinction between the 
Tianxia system of transformational harmony and a colonial worldview rooted in military expansionism. 
There certainly are skeptics who would still contend that the Chinese Tianxia system is just one more 
ambitious colonial scheme in disguise. The prominent Chinese historian Xu Jilin would respond to this 
charge by arguing that,

Zhao insists that unlike Europe’s fifteenth century colonizing worldview, the Tianxia doctrine is not 
animated by any missionary zeal. Rather, it is rooted in the cultural-historical tradition that China 
does not seek to forcefully impose its worldview onto others. Instead of directing other ethnic groups 
and nations towards a single narrative of world history, the Tianxia system allows each participant 
to retain its own story. Over time, as others are attracted to the Tianxia system, its “transformation” 
mechanism draws all participants towards a universally accepted world order. Using the “carrot and 
stick” metaphor, the Tianxia system as a political ideal is all carrot and no stick.

 5 赵汀阳 . 天下体系 - 世界制度哲学导论 . 1st ed. 江苏教育出版社 , 2005. 第 33 页
 6 钱穆：《中国文化史导论》，商务印书馆，1994，第 23、132 页
 7 许纪霖 . 家国天下 - 现代中国的个人、国家与世界认同 . 1st ed. 上海世纪出版股份有限公司 , 2017. 第 66 页

. . . the Tianxia theory is a model that ‘transforms one’s enemy into one’s friend’. 
It advocates ‘transformation’ and thus works by winning over the hearts of others 
instead of subduing them by force. This is the same principle as attracting others 
through one’s own refinement rather than going out to educate them.5

. . .  the substance of this Tianxia doctrine lies in shared values and culture. It 
believes that each ethnic group and nation can have its own history, but just as in 
the end all streams return to the sea, ultimately all groups will submit willingly to a 
higher-order culture and its institutions.7
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Part 2 

Specific critiques of 
Zhao’s Tianxia theory

Zhao Tingyang’s centripetal whirlpool metaphor tells the story of an evolving Chinese Tianxia model 
of global order. If we begin from the fact that the population of China is almost twice that of eastern 
and western Europe combined, we can appreciate the scale of the diversity in China that has been 
pursued over the millennia among so many disparate peoples, languages, ways of life, modes of 
governance, and so on. While this diversity is truly profound, there has been enough of a shared 
minimalist morality to hold it together as a continuous civilization and history for four thousand years 
and counting. Zhao argues the shared identity that has provided the “continuity in change” (biantong 
變通) over time lies in the written Chinese character and the classics engendered from this writing 
system. But what scholar Roger Ames finds missing in Zhao’s story is an account of the minimalist 
morality that has been made explicit in these same canonical texts. He argues it is the cluster of 
terms surrounding “family reverence” (xiao 孝) as the prime moral imperative in the tradition that has 
made family affinity the root and the substance of a continuing Confucian social, political, and global 
order.

In her essay entitled “Confucianism and Global Distributive Justice,” Sor-hoon Tan has this same 
reservation about Zhao’s conception of Tianxia: “While Zhao’s Tianxia theory is clearly normative in 
recommending a model to guide changes in international relations he defends as desirable, and in 
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acknowledging Zhou’s Tianxia system as ‘an ideal political concept,’ Zhao eschews the ethical. . . . 
A theory of global justice based on his Tianxia philosophy would be antithetical to the primacy of the 
ethical in Confucianism . . .”8

 
In his introduction to Chinese Visions of World Order: Tianxia, Culture, and World Politics, Wang Ban 
points out that, 

8  Tan, Sor-hoon. Unpublished manuscript “Tianxia and Global Distributive Justice”, p.8.
9  Wang, Ban. “Introduction.” In Chinese Visions of World Order - Tianxia, Culture, and World Politics, 1–22. 
    Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2017, p.5.
10 Ibid, p.18-19.
11 Callahan, William A. “Chinese Visions of World Order: Post-Hegemonic or a New Hegemony?” International Studies                         
    Review 10, no. 4 (December 1, 2008): 749–61. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2486.2008.00830.x.

the interpretation of Tianxia as “an ideological 
cover for power politics” constitutes one of 
the two major lines of argument against it.

Indeed, the interpretation of Tianxia as “an 
ideological cover for power politics” constitutes 
one of the two major lines of argument against 
it. On this point, Wang insists that,

The first prominent Western scholar to hold this line of argument was William Callahan, who, as 
early as 2008 contended that, “rather than guide us toward a post-hegemonic world order, Tianxia 
presents a new hegemony where imperial China’s hierarchical governance is updated for the twenty-
first century.”11 Callahan reminds observers in this debate that not all nations want to be included 
in Zhao’s Tianxia system. Clearly, some scholars remain unconvinced by Zhao’s claim that Tianxia 
system promotes peace in our world.

In direct response to Callahan, Zhao argues that,  

. . . as a body of thought and practice, Tianxia has wavered between the normative 
claim to values and culture on the one hand, and coercive mechanisms of 
domination on the other. The concept has played out between an impulse towards 
universal principles and an ideological cover for power politics. In its modern 
avatars, the fault line parallels the divide between cosmopolitanism and interstate 
geopolitics.9

. . . the talk of Tianxia is increasingly perceived as an ideology behind China’s soft 
power offensive on the global stage… The political practice of Tianxia evinces the 
entwined operation of consent and coercion. Instead of cosmopolitanism, critics see 
the rise of Tianxia as the official ideology behind China’s aggressive push into the 
murky waters of global competition and world politics. A looming Pax Sinica rivaling 
the Pax Americana, China is projecting its soft power and brandishing its culture 
around the world.10

. . . although the concept of Tianxia comes from China, its significance belongs to 
the entire world. Callahan might have conflated the Tianxia system with China in 
our present world. His judgment that many nation states do not want to be ruled by 
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12 赵汀阳 . 天下的当代性 - 世界秩序的实践与想象 . 1st ed. 中信出版集团股份有限公司 , 2016, 第 278 – 279 页 . Translated by Steven Y.H.  Yang.
13 Zhang, Feng. “The Tianxia System: World Order in a Chinese Utopia.” China Heritage Quarterly, no. 21 (March 2010). 
      http://www.chinaheritagequarterly.org/tien-hsia.php?searchterm=021_utopia.inc&issue=021.
14 Zhao offers an explanation of the concepts “relational rationality” and “Confucian improvement” in his article “Can This        
      Ancient Chinese Philosophy Save Us from Global Chaos?” published by The Washington Post on February 7, 2018.
15 Zhao, Tingyang. Some Questions Regarding the “Tianxia System.” Online, April 16, 2020.

Even if the Tianxia ideal can be justified in theory, 
to what extent can it be implemented on the 
political level? That is, what is the possibility 
of setting up a world institution based on this 
theoretical foundation?

. . . it is a common impression that by employing the idea of Tianxia, Zhao is trying 
to revive the old hierarchical, Sino-centric system of pre-modern East Asia, which, 
at least to some foreign observers, 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; rather, he is trying 
to renew it and give it fresh meaning within the realities of world politics in the 
21st century. His understanding of Tianxia is, therefore, different from the imperial 
Chinese view (indeed, from any other scholar’s view).13

Zhao’s clarification resonates with scholars who adopt a more charitable interpretation of his 
Tianxia system. For instance, Zhang Feng, a Fellow in the Department of International Relations 
at the Australian National University, supports Zhao’s clarification that the Tianxia system is not an 
ideological cover for Pax Sinica. Zhang reiterates Zhao’s point by saying, 

 
Pressing Zhao further on this point, Steven Y.H. Yang posed the following questions to him: If a 
significant number of countries choose not to join the Tianxia system, is this Tianxia system still 
considered a complete “world system”? If only about half the countries in the world decide to join, 
does this Tianxia system still have its original significance and value?

In his response to these questions, Zhao argues that the key to the Tianxia system lies in how, via 
its methods of “relational rationality” and “Confucian improvement,”14 it constitutes a world with no 
outsiders. This system begins from the “worldness of the world,” and does not forcefully mandate 
the participation of all nation states. From a theoretical point of view, the maximum capacity of 
the Tianxia system covers the entire world. However, even if only half the world’s nations form this 
Tianxia system, it is still considered a Tianxia system with the caveat that it has yet to reach its 
maximum potential.15 

China is of course true, but it misses the point. Today’s China is a sovereign state 
and not Tianxia. Doubts with respect to contemporary China should not be used as 
an argument against the Tianxia system.12

Another perhaps more daunting challenge to 
Zhao’s Tianxia system is the line of argument 
that questions the feasibility of this system in 
our contemporary context. Even if the Tianxia 
ideal can be justified in theory, to what extent 
can it be implemented on the political level? 
That is, what is the possibility of setting up a 
world institution based on this theoretical foundation? Some scholars have raised concern regarding 
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the practicability of Zhao’s Tianxia system. 
Leading this charge is Chinese historian Ge 
Zhaoguang, who cautions against elevating 
this “fantasy” to the level of governance. In 
contrast to Zhao, who reconstructs Tianxia 

Ge takes a realist approach and reminds us that 
the historical context of the Tianxia concept was 
one of hard power politics.

as a global utopia of transformational harmony, Ge takes a realist approach and reminds us that the 
historical context of the Tianxia concept was one of hard power politics.

Specifically, Ge takes issue with Zhao’s claim that the Tianxia system operates by the principle 
and mechanism of transformational harmony. Ge believes that if Zhao’s Tianxia system remains an 
imagined utopia, it will not cause too many problems. But if we closely examine the history of East 
Asia, we find that the tributary system as a political enactment of ancient China’s Tianxia ideal was a 
model in which more powerful states determined the rules of the game and mandated the obedience 
of weaker states through force.16 For Ge, this historical reality in the narrative of East Asia is precisely 
the problem of power politics in the contemporary world that has motivated Zhao to borrow the idea 
of Tianxia from ancient China in the first place.
 
Responding to Ge’s challenge from a historical perspective, Zhao explains that Ge’s understanding 
of Tianxia resembles that of Western and Japanese sinologists who equate China of the Qin-Han 
dynasties, and especially of the Ming-Qing dynasties, with the concept of Tianxia. It is impossible to 
continue the discussion along this line of thought because the two sides hold different definitions of 
Tianxia. According to Zhao, Ge’s interpretation ignores the difference between Tianxia and “China.” 

For Zhao, Tianxia is a general political concept that, like the term “nation state,” does not refer to 
any particular nation, such as the US or Japan. In the same way, Tianxia does not equate to China. 
Moreover, the only historical case of the implementation of Tianxia was during the early Zhou dynasty; 
there was no Tianxia after that. From the Qin dynasty to the Qing, China was a country of “great 
unification,” but not a Tianxia because the political nature of the former is different from the latter. Of 
course, at the level of “nation states,” the mighty rule the weak. However, even within the model of 
the “nation state,” China rarely invaded other countries, only having made incursions into Korea and 
Vietnam over the course of more than two thousand years of history. This contrasts sharply with the 
endless wars on the European continent during the same historical period.17 For Zhao, Tianxia is a 
novel political theory that serves as the highest ideal towards which the world should aspire. 

But questions about the feasibility of Zhao’s political ideal are also raised from the point of view of 
political science. In his critique of Zhao’s Tianxia theory, Zhang Feng insists that, 

 16 葛兆光 . 历史中国的内与外 - 有关“中国”与“周边”概念的再澄清 . 香港中文大学出版社 , 2017, 第 172、196 页
 17  Zhao, Tingyang. Some Questions Regarding the “Tianxia System.” Online, April 16, 2020.

. . . the critical flaw of Zhao’s thesis . . . is his failure to outline any clear pathway that 
might lead to the creation of the world institution of Tianxia system — something 
on which he places so much emphasis. . . ‘Common imitation’ may fail because 
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there may not be any common knowledge of the best strategy, or the best strategy 
is simply not recognized. 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.18

Zhang’s critique focuses not only on the quality of Zhao’s theoretical and philosophical assertions 
about his Tianxia system, but also, perhaps more importantly, on its implementation. To this challenge, 
Zhao simply replies that as a political philosopher he is only responsible for research on the concepts 
and principles of the Tianxia system, and that the specific ways to achieve it should be left for political 
scientists to figure out.19

18  Zhang, Feng. “The Tianxia System: World Order in a Chinese Utopia.” China Heritage Quarterly, no. 21 (March 2010).     
      http://www.chinaheritagequarterly.org/tien-hsia.php?searchterm=021_utopia.inc&issue=021.
19  Zhao, Tingyang. Some Questions Regarding the “Tianxia System.” Online, April 16, 2020.
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Part 3 

Comparing Zhao’s Tianxia theory 
with alternative models of global 
governance

Having brought the notion of Tianxia into clearer focus within the East Asian cultural narrative, the 
Berggruen China Center hosted a second conference for the Tianxia program on the theme “Tianxia 
in Comparative Perspectives: Alternative Models of Geopolitical Order” over two weekends in April 
2021. For this conference, the initial cadre of East Asia scholars were complemented by a group of 
international scholars representing different cultural traditions: European, Buddhist, Islamic, Indian, 
African, and others. The goal was to contextualize the Tianxia vision of geopolitical order within 
alternative models drawn from a broad spectrum of the world’s cultures. All of the participants in this 
conference were guided by the following central questions:

1.What are the comparable ideas/ideals to Tianxia within the context of other major 
cultural traditions?
2.What are the alternative visions of global justice that have inspired the Western, 
Indian, Islamic, Buddhist, and African cultural traditions?
3.Is Tianxia one Chinese model of cosmopolitanism among many?
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The discussion began where the first iteration of the conference series left off. First, as we saw 
above, Zhao Tingyang’s Tianxia theory lends itself to a (mis)understanding that it is nothing more 
than a strategy for achieving Chinese hegemony. Scholars insisted that the “heaven” of Tianxia must 
give us a firmament in which there is no center and no domination.20 A more positive spin was also 
placed on Zhao’s theory, suggesting that it dovetails nicely with the ideas in a field of scholarship 
known as “Decoloniality.” Not only did the West conquer much of the world during the age of high 
imperialism, but it also exerted a form of epistemic violence by imposing divisive ideas, particularly its 
ideas concerning nations, races, and gender. Decoloniality scholars argue that prior to contact with 
the Western world, various peoples around the globe possessed visions of society that were more 
inclusive and accepting of diversity than Western societies, and that those societies now need to “de-
colonize” themselves from the forms of knowledge imposed upon them by the West.21

Again, in our deliberations, it was argued that we cannot substitute an alternative planetary order 

20  

21  Murthy, Viren. Unpublished manuscript “Rethinking Universality: Tianxia and Beyond;”, Kelley, Liam. Unpublished                                  
     manuscript “Possessing All Under Heaven in Nineteenth Century Vietnam;”, Ramose, Mogobe. Unpublished manuscript    
     “‘We Choose the Moon’ for Truth, Justice and Peace: a Dialogue between ubuntu and pu jen.”
22  Wang, Ban. Unpublished manuscript “Does Tianxia Need the Nation-State?”
23   Nakajima, Takahiro. Unpublished manuscript “Universalizing Tianxia in East Asian Context;” Ramose, Mogobe.      
     Unpublished manuscript “‘We Choose the Moon’ for Truth, Justice and Peace: a Dialogue between ubuntu and pu jen.”
24  Ames, Roger. Unpublished manuscript “John Dewey and a Confucian Family 'Idea' of Internationalism.”
25  Wang, Ban. Unpublished manuscript “Does Tianxia Need the Nation-State?”

for the existing one, but rather must initiate 
a process of reform that begins by not 
underest imat ing the importance of the 
nation state itself.22 And taking this notion of 
“order as process” further, Tianxia must be 
reconceived as a pluralistic praxis rather than 
as an abstract theory taking the totality as its 
ideal. The “place” of Tianxia is worlds nested 
within worlds, with a constant redrawing of the 
boundaries “taking place” in the process of 
formulating an always-emerging geopolitical 
order.23 Again, as important as the nation 
state is in the geopolitical order, we must 
acknowledge the fact that, more fundamental 
than the notion of the formal nation state are the informal and shared lives of the world’s people, 
imbricated as they are ecologically and concretely in politics, economics, culture, environment, 
religion, security, health, and so on.24

With the “inside of the nation state” being reconceived in terms of Zhao’s notion of Tianxia as an 
organic political ecology with “no outside,” the family and kinship with their private morality are the 
indispensable basis of social welfare and security within the various nation states. And beyond the 
nation state, an interdependent socioeconomic and normative infrastructure is needed.25 We must 
recognize the isomorphism that manifests at three different levels: family, state, and world — and that 

we cannot substitute an alternative planetary order 
for the existing one,

as important as the nat ion state is in the 
geopolitical order, we must acknowledge the fact 
that, more fundamental than the notion of the 
formal nation state are the informal and shared 
lives of the world’s people, imbricated as they are 
ecologically and concretely in politics, economics, 
culture, environment, religion, security, health, and 
so on.

Kwak, Jun-Hyeok. Unpublished manuscript “Global Justice without a Center: Hong Daeyong's Reappraisal of 
Tianxia;” Uhl, Christian. Unpublished manuscript “Veiling Ideology or Enabling Utopia? On the Potentials and 
Limitations of the Debate about Tianxia as a Model for a New World Order.”
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everyone, not just governments, has a responsibility to promote a global justice grounded in ethical 
values rather than simply political economy.26

While new technologies and artificial intelligence can contribute to the emergence of a new 
geopolitical order, the human predicament today is fundamentally an ethical issue. Relationality 
is ontologically more basic than individuality. Reorienting global values, intentions, and practices 
requires a sharp methodological turn from instrumental to moral reasoning. The global human 
condition can only be addressed by promoting an “ethical ecology” in which differences in ethical 
perspectives can be activated to contribute to realizing globally shared values. Buddhism points to 
the possibility of a truly ecological world order realized by valuing relational equity and an achieved 
diversity in the global commons.27 This same idea is captured in Fei Xiaotong’s political aestheticism: 
“Each tradition celebrates the value of its own culture as well as the value of others, and by sharing 
this value to produce a shared diversity, the world achieves its inclusive unity.”28

26  Tan, Sor-hoon. Unpublished manuscript “Tianxia and Global Distributive Justice;”, Ames, Roger. Unpublished manuscript “John Dewey   
      and a Confucian Family 'Idea' of Internationalism.”
27  Qin, Yaqing. Unpublished manuscript “Tianxia: A Complex Process of Relations;”, Hershock, Peter. Unpublished manuscript “Virtuosic  
      Relationality and Ethical Diversity: A Buddhist Revisioning of International Relations Beyond Anarchy and Hierarchy.”
28  Wang, Binfan. Unpublished manuscript “Spheres of Global Justice and Tianxia Theory,” p. 23.
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The success of any conference series is not 
determined as much by providing answers 
to given questions as it is in clarifying the 
next phase of the discussion. The two most 
important lines of criticism that have emerged 
are: 1) Zhao’s Tianxia system is a purely 
rational endeavour that lacks any vision for its 

Part 4 

A Minimalist Morality for
Solidarity and Critique 

in a New Geopolitical Order

the next conference of Berggruen China Center’s 
Tianxia program shall set as its primary objective 
the search for possible practical and ethical 
dimensions that can be bui l t  upon Zhao’s 
theoretical work on Tianxia.

practical implementation in the real world, and 2) as a political economy, it conspicuously avoids any 
engagement with non-utilitarian ethics. With this critique in mind, the next conference of Berggruen 
China Center’s Tianxia program shall set as its primary objective the search for possible practical 
and ethical dimensions that can be built upon Zhao’s theoretical work on Tianxia. The fundamental 
premise here is that in order for the Tianxia system to remain relevant and significant in our world 
today and our vision for the future, it must at once acknowledge the plurality of moral ideals that 
are defining of the world’s cultures, while at the same time seeking practical ways to formulate a 
minimalist morality that provides the limited solidarity needed to bring the world’s people together 
and serve them as a basis for mutual critique.

14



How can a pluralistic global order be reconciled with Abrahamic religions such as Islam that begin 
from the exclusive universalism of a self-sufficient, transcendent deity? Taking Islam as an example, 
the notion of Ummah as “the community of the faithful” is rooted within the Islamic cosmology in a 
more fundamental universal community of humankind. This elementary intuition directs inquiry into 
the spiritual edifice of Islam rather than its political expression.29

We do not need a world government to effect Tianxia as a planetary geopolitical order.30 In moving 
from idea to implementation, an analogy can be drawn between the Zhou dynasty Tianxia order and 
its modern iteration — with the United Nations’ Security Council sitting at the top of the hierarchy. 
It is an appropriately weak nominal power that can function effectively under specified conditions: 
the notion of limited sovereignty, the conception of just war, the obligation of states to exercise 
self-restraint in the use of force, states’ obligation to protect human dignity and human rights, the 
legitimacy of humanitarian intervention, and the role and responsibility of the dominant states in the 
maintenance of international peace.31

On the model of ancient China as a diffuse, pluralistic, and inclusive subject with an identity defined 
by a minimalist civilizational order, the modern world as a community could also be understood as a 
scaled-up political subject that can be shaped into a shared world community through an evolving 
pluralistic unity.32 Consistent with Michael Walzer’s thesis of Thick and Thin: Moral Argument at 
Home and Abroad, globally shared values for this “ethical ecology” require the articulation of a moral 
minimalism that must be promoted assiduously through a regimen of international education.33 Such 
a moral minimalism can begin by responding in real time to injustices rather than waiting for the 
formulation of a perfect theory of justice.34

29  Pasha, Mustapha. Unpublished manuscript “Tianxia and Islam.”
30  Wang, Binfan. Unpublished manuscript “Spheres of Global Justice and Tianxia Theory.”
31  Wang, Qingxin. Unpublished manuscript “Comparing the Ancient Chinese Tianxia Order During the Spring Autumn Period and the      
      Modern International Order: Prospects and Problems.”
32  Kong, Xinfeng. Unpublished manuscript “Heavenly Governing All-Under-Heaven: Reconceptualizing the Confucian Daren ( 大人 ) Idea;”  
     Uhl, Christian. Unpublished manuscript “Veiling Ideology or Enabling Utopia? On the Potentials and Limitations of the Debate about           
      Tianxia as a Model for a New World Order.”
33  Bhargava, Rajeev. Unpublished manuscript “Without War and Conquest: The Idea of a Global Political Order in Asoka's Dhamma.”
34  Ramose, Mogobe. Unpublished manuscript “‘We Choose the Moon’ for Truth, Justice and Peace: a Dialogue between ubuntu and pu jen.”
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1.The Tianxia Organizing Committee

• Roger T. Ames (Humanities Chair Professor, Peking University; Co-Chair, Academic Advisory Council, Berggruen Research    
  Center, Peking University)
• Song Bing (Vice President, Berggruen Institute; Co-Director, Berggruen Research Center, Peking University)
• Zhao Tingyang (Member, Chinese Academy of Social Sciences; 2018-2019 Berggruen Fellow)
• Gan Chunsong (Professor, Peking University; 2018-2019 Berggruen Fellow)
• Daniel A. Bell (Professor, Shandong University; Berggruen Board of Advisers)
• Viren Murthy (Associate Professor, University of Wisconsin; 2016-2018 Berggruen Fellow)
• Shelley Hu (Tianxia Project Manager, Program Coordinator, Berggruen China Center)

2.About the Tianxia Program

The idea Tianxia 天下 conventionally translated as “all under heaven” is not only a familiar term in everyday Chinese parlance 
that means “the world”, but also a geopolitical term found throughout the canonical literature that has a deeper philosophical 
and historical meaning. Over the past few decades, the meaning of this technical term—sometimes referred to as “All Under 
Heaven System” (Tianxiatixi 天下体系)—has been much debated as a possible Chinese framework for thinking about a new 
and evolving world order and a new model of world governance.

In March 2018, the Berggruen China Center, seeking to address the issue of the influence of the exponential rise of East Asia 
on the world economic and political order, convened a conference entitled “What is Tianxia? The East-Asia Context.” At this 
conference, the core invitees were primarily representatives of the East-Asian Confucian cultures in which the shared notion of 
Tianxia is understood in importantly different ways.  

At the second conference convened online via Zoom in April, 2021, the main theme is “Tianxia in Comparative Perspectives: 
Alternative Models of Geopolitical Order.” In this second conference, we complemented our initial cadre of East Asia colleagues 
with an additional group of international scholars representing different cultural traditions who are doing research in alternative 
models of geopolitical order, with Tianxia as one among them. Some of the subthemes for this conference are: What are the 
comparable ideas/ideals to Tianxia within the context of other major cultural traditions? What are the alternative visions of 
global justice that inspire the Western, Indian, Islamic, Buddhist, and African cultural traditions? Is Tianxia one Chinese model 
of cosmopolitanism among many?

3.Participants in the first conference (in alphabetical order by last name)

Beijing, June 16-17, 2018
• Roger T. Ames, Peking University
• Tongdong Bai, Fudan University 
• Daniel A. Bell, Tsinghua University
• Chung-Yi Cheng, Chinese University of Hong Kong
• Keong-Ran Cho, Yonsei University
• Jiwei Ci, University of Hong Kong
• Chunsong Gan, Peking University 
• Kai Guan, Beijing Central Minzu University of China
• Jiro Hane, Meiji University
• Tsuyoshi Ishii, University of Tokyo
• Lequn Jiang, NHK 
• Huai-Chen Kan, National Taiwan University 
• Orun Kihyup Kim, Chonbuk National University
• Byone-Han Lee, Wonkwang University 
• Shaoyang Lin, University of Tokyo
• Danni Liu, CITIC Press Group 
• Viren Murthy, University of Wisconsin-Madison
• Zhijun Ren, University of Wisconsin-Madison
• Hiroko Sakamoto, Hitotsubashi University 
• Sin-Por Shiu, New Paradigm Foundation
• Bing Song, Berggruen Institute
• Ge Sun, Chinese Academy of Social Sciences
• Binfan Wang, University of Toronto
• Hui Wang, Tsinghua University
• Jilin Xu, East China Normal University
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• Hui Yang, China Foreign Affairs University
• Il-Mo Yang, Seoul National University
• Kuifeng Zhai, Shandong University
• Feng Zhang, Australian National University
• Tingyang Zhao, Chinese Academy of Social Sciences

4.Participants in the second workshop (in alphabetical order by last name)
 
Zoom, 17-18 April, 2021 & 24-25 April, 2021
• Roger T. Ames, Peking University
• Rajeev Bhargava, Center for the Study of Developing Societies
• Chunsong Gan, Peking University
• Peter D. Hershock, East-West Center
• Liam Kelley, Universiti Brunei Darussalam
• Xinfeng Kong, Shandong University
• Jun-Hyeok Kwak, Sun Yat-sen University
• Viren Murthy, University of Wisconsin-Madison
• Takahiro Nakajima, University of Tokyo
• Mustapha Kamal Pasha, Aberystwyth University
• Karl-Heinz Pohl, Universität Trier
• Chengdan Qian, Peking University
• Yaqing Qin, Shandong University
• Mogobe B. Ramose, Sefako Makgatho Health Sciences University
• Sor-hoon Tan, Singapore Management University
• Christian Uhl, Ghent University
• Ban Wang, Stanford University
• Binfan Wang, University of Toronto
• Qingxin Wang, Tsinghua University
• Tingyang Zhao, Chinese Academy of Social Sciences
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