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Articles

e Collective Imagination and the
Limitations for the Tianxia to Replace

the Westphalian World Order
Kolektyvinė vaizduotė ir ribotos galimybės Tianxia pakeisti

vestfalinę pasaulio tvarką

Giedrius Česnakas giedrius.cesnakas@lka.lt
Military Academy of Lithuania, Lituania

Abstract: e collective political imagination establishes world orders that define how
political communities interact. e relative power of the West allowed the introduction
of the first global world order, known as the Westphalian. However, the increasing
relative power of the People’s Republic of China allows it to promote an alternative
world order vision, which is the result of its political imagination. Zhao Tingyang’s
re-imagined hierarchic Tianxia order is seen as a challenger to the Westphalian order.
is paper analyzes whether the Tianxia order can replace the Westphalian, considering
the contemporary global political environment. e discussion is based on Jeffrey
Legro’s theory of collective ideas and foreign policy change, applying it to world order
replacement analysis. e findings suggest that the Tianxia has significant limitations
in replacing the Westphalian world order. e Westphalian order orthodoxy remains
strong. e order is also adaptable, capable of including hierarchical elements. Despite
the increase of the PRC’s relative power and its greater capabilities to shape norms with
domestic support, continuity usually prevails, so the habit of sovereignty prevails over
hierarchical order. Finally, the article argues that the Tianxia order is not resilient to the
anarchic-competitive element of human nature.
Keywords: collective imagination, world order, Westphalian order, Tianxia; hierarchy,
People’s Republic of China.

Introduction

e concepts of a world and international order have been
interchangeably used, largely because of the domination of the
Westphalian order, and without significantly reflecting differences
between the world and international orders 1 . e order is an area
in which several things taken together tend to display a relationship
to one another according to a particular perceived pattern, and that
relationship contains some discernible principle 2 . In social life, order
emerges when there is a pattern of particular results, an arrangement
that promotes certain goals or values 3 . e world order is “patterns or
dispositions of human activity that sustain the elementary or primary
goals of social life among mankind as a whole.” 4  is concept suggests
that political communities worldwide interact according to the agreed or
set out norms. Such an approach means that states and sovereignty are not
preconditioned, meaning that states and their interactions result from the
domination of a particular collective imagination regarding the political
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organization of the people. Next, for the world order to be global, it
requires a technological level that permits interactions between all regions
of the planet.

ere is a significant difference between the world order and
international orders. e international orders are orders amongst states,
meaning that the international order is already the result of a particular,
in this case Westphalian, world order 5 . e Westphalian order already
defines states as key actors, which further shapes their interactions.
However, alternative world orders cannot be dismissed, meaning that
they would have different actors as the key players whose interactions may
differ from that of the Westphalian order, also known as the international
order.

e Westphalian order came into being as a result of the Peace of
Westphalia, but its foundation began to emerge well before 1648 as a
result of changing norms in Europe 6 . Aer the development of its
main properties was finalized, it expanded globally by the end of the 19th

century 7 . Since then, the Westphalian order has been considered a world
order, while sovereignty – a “political organization based on the exclusion
of external actors from authority structures within a given territory” –
defines its main characteristic. Sovereignty defines that states themselves
regulate their interactions 8 . For this reason, the Westphalian order is
essentially anarchic, based on the competition of states, which serves to
prevent the creation of a universal empire 9 . e Westphalian order
became universal by rejecting universality and accepting differences in
domestic political orders.

e expansion of the Westphalian order was a result of “civilizing”
actions – enforcement of norms practiced amongst European political
communities on other political communities (such as Russia, Japan,
Korea, China, and many others). 10  e expansion of the Westphalian
order was also related to the relative power of the West. e order became
universal because of the conquests and the colonization by the European
empires.

e changing distribution of power in the 21st century opens
possibilities for alternative world orders based on non-European norms,
challenging the existing Westphalian world order. e growing relative
power of the People’s Republic of China (PRC), alongside a relative
decline of the West and increasing globalization, have become catalysts
for a redefinition of the world order. Many authors discuss the impacts
of the mentioned variables on world order. 11  Many authors also discuss
how the increasing power of the PRC provides it with an opportunity
to reshape the world order based on its traditions and norms. 12  Much
attention is given to Zhao Tingyang’s re-imagined Tianxia world order,
which provides a glimpse of an alternative world order based on the
Chinese norms. 13 14

In the eleventh century BC, in what is now China, political
communities came up with the hierarchical order of “all under heaven”
– the Tianxia regional world order. is order became the central
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element shaping Chinese interaction with the rest of the world for
the next three thousand years. 15  e political communities entered
into cooperative hierarchic relations under a justified single leadership
of the sole sovereign of the world. e Tianxia concept dismissed the
sovereignty of the political entities while recognizing their autonomy in
particular areas. During China’s imperial period (from 221 BC until the
end of the 19th century), the Tianxia was manifested in China’s tributary
relations with its subordinates and in the recognition of the emperor as
the sole sovereign by those tributaries. 16  Tributary relations provided
recognition and validity for the order. 17  ere were no international
relations in the Tianxia world order, because they could exist only
among sovereign states, which should be equal from the perspective of
the law. Because in Tianxia there is only one sovereign, all relations
are essentially between the master and its subjects (the sub-states). As a
result, without sovereignty, the concept of borders also has no appreciable
meaning. Evidently, the traditional Chinese approach to the relations
between political communities is significantly different from that of the
Westphalian order.

e European empires in the 19th century replaced the Tianxia in East
Asia with the Westphalian order. When China was relatively weak, its
strategy necessitated integration within the Westphalian order. However,
an increase in PRC’s relative power allows it to rejuvenate its inherent
world order vision. 18  Contemporary Chinese thinkers have called into
question the Westphalian world order, arguing for more hierarchical
arrangements. 19  An idealized version of China’s imperial past inspires
the plans of Chinese scholars and policymakers when it comes to China’s
future and that of the world, combining contradictory discourses of
nationalism and cosmopolitanism. 20

e core problem of the study is to assess whether the Tianxia world
order can replace the current Westphalian world order. e object of the
study is the contemporary global political norms allowing or constraining
the replacement of the world order. e study is based on Jeffrey Legro’s
theory of collective ideas and foreign policy change outlined in his
book Rethinking the World: Great Power Strategies and International
Order (2007). Legro outlines the driving forces behind the changes in
international norms initiated by the great powers. In this research, his
approach is applied to investigate the prospects and limitations of the
replacement of the world order.

e study’s first objective is to disclose the interrelations between
constructivist (ideas) and realist (power) theories to explain the causes
behind the continuity and change of collective ideas, in this case, the
replacement of world order. e second objective is to introduce the
methodological approach of the study. e third objective is to conduct
an interpretative-historical and interpretative-theoretical analysis of
opportunities and constraints to replace the current world order. Finally,
the paper discusses the internal aspects of the Tianxia and Westphalian
orders related to their functioning and survival. e hypothesis is that the



Politologija, 2022, vol. 105, núm. 1, ISSN: 1392-1681 / 2424-6034

PDF generado a partir de XML-JATS4R por Redalyc
Proyecto académico sin fines de lucro, desarrollado bajo la iniciativa de acceso abierto 136

Tianxia cannot replace the Westphalian order because of the dominance
of the anarchic element in the relations of actors in different orders. Still,
some aspects of the Tianxia order can be integrated into the Westphalian
world order, which accepts the manifestations of hierarchy.

1. e Collective Imagination and Replacement of World
Orders

Before moving to the analysis of the replacement of world orders, it
is necessary to underline that no order has to be accepted as a given.
e introduction showed that two regions on the different ends of the
Eurasian continent produced unique regional political orders based on
their experiences. e Westphalian world order became global because of
European expansionism, but this does not allow dismissing possibilities
of different scenarios.

Every social theory has geographic and cultural birthmarks based on
the experiences and practices of people living in a particular environment.
21  e political orders established by political communities are nothing
more than the results of collective imaginations. 22  World orders and
civilizations are not “natural” because they are constituted. 23  ese
assessments suggest that it is necessary to accentuate the constructivist
approach to understand world orders. Constructivism does not take the
Westphalian world order for granted and does not oversimplify reality as
realism and liberalism do. Most international relations theories focus on
the interactions of actors defined by the Westphalian world order, which
became perceived as “natural.” Scholars and practitioners have found
it challenging to think beyond the Westphalia because it had become
associated with the world order due to its long-term domination and
global coverage. 24  However, an increasing body of literature suggests that
there is nothing “natural” about the Westphalian order, concluding that
the modern system of states was socially constructed. 25  As a result, it
should be considered that the existing global world order can be replaced
or changed.

e differences in collective imaginations regarding order between
different political communities offer little explanation of why one or
another order begins to dominate and becomes eventually accepted as
the legitimate one. e expansion of the Westphalian order suggests
that power is necessary for a regional order to become the world order.
A particular political community with its specific world order has to
achieve hegemony over the collective imagination of most other political
communities. An increased relative power pushes great powers to expand
their spheres of influence and change or replace certain norms to match
their cultural, socioeconomic, and political orientations. 26  e outlined
approach aligns with Jeffrey Legro’s claims that imagination (ideas) has
to be supported by power to form and reform international orders. 27

Legro’s theory regarding the change of collective ideas is helpful when it
comes to explaining the replacement of world orders.
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According to Legro, the change of collective ideas happens in two
stages. First, the collapse of the reigning orthodoxy is necessary. e
existing orthodoxy has to lose legitimacy, and agitation to replace it has
to appear. 28  Ideas regarding order replacement tend to signal the erosion
of a pre-existing orthodoxy and trigger proposals for a new orthodoxy.
29  For the analysis of the replacement of the world order, it is necessary
to indicate criticism of the order and the loss of its legitimacy. e
Westphalian order should not be able to cope with its challenges, or there
should be extensive doubts about that. Hence, the political communities
have to search for ways to intensively replace the prevalent norms of
interactions.

Second, a possible new orthodoxy has to present alternative ideas and
ideals and consolidate support. e consolidation process faces difficulties
because of disagreements about the acceptability of the outcomes and
desirable beliefs. 30  Such an approach suggests that alternative world
orders must be proposed as remedies to fix the failures of the existing
order. However, alternative orders face a consolidation problem, because
they compete for support among political communities.

When explaining the change of collective ideas, Legro suggests that
continuity usually prevails over potential change, as it is much easier
to modify dominating ideas than replace them with new ones. 31  In
essence, the change of collective ideas is an evolutionary process that
allows merging orthodoxy with new ideas. Such an approach assures
stability and legitimacy while gradually modifying orthodoxy. As a result,
orthodoxy does not stagnate. Only a stark failure between expectations
and actual results could challenge dominant beliefs.

Legro further argues that two types of factors impact the change
of collective ideas. One is the relative power of states involved, which
defines a state’s capability to maintain its dominant ideas or promote
new ones. 32  e other is the consolidation of domestic support for an
actual occasion regarding the potential change. In addition, support from
society contributes towards expanding new ideas through social groups
or movements and epistemic communities within political communities.
Consequently, the analysis of the relative power of actors suggesting
the replacement of the world order is necessary, including the domestic
support for it within them.

e discussion above suggests that the global world order is a
competitive area where different political communities try to set their
norms based on their political interests, philosophy, and values. e
material elements of power are essential in such a competition. erefore,
merging constructivist (ideas) and realist (power) aspects allows for
constructing a methodology to analyze the replacement of a world order.

2. Methodology

e methodological framework for analyzing the replacement of the
Westphalian global world order by the Tianxia world order is built
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on the provided theoretical discussion. First, the analysis outlines the
main aspects on which the Westphalian order is criticized from the
perspective of the Tianxia order. Second, the core ideas of the modern
Tianxia order are presented, as they are perceived to be a way to
eliminate certain flaws by replacing the Westphalian world order. For
this, an interpretative analysis of texts comprising the foundation of
the Tianxia order, written by Zhao Tingyang (published from 2006 to
2015 and translated into English), is conducted. Later, this article focuses
on an interpretative-historical and interpretative-theoretical analysis of
variables defining the replacement of world orders (collective ideas), as
outlined in Legro’s theoretical approach and applied to this study. Finally,
the article discusses the impact of the core norms of two orders on their
survival.

3. e Criticism of the Westphalian World Order and the
Core Ideas of Modern Tianxia

Zhao Tingyang criticizes the currently dominating world order on two
levels. On the first level, he criticizes the Westphalian world order and, on
the second, the dominant player of the order, which is the United States
of America. is article focuses only on the criticism of the Westphalian
world order.

Zhao proposes the Tianxia world order as an alternative to the
Westphalian world order. According to Zhao, Tianxia is superior to
the Westphalian order because it can be global (all-inclusive), accepted
by “all peoples” of the world, thus capable of achieving legitimacy,
and is hierarchical. 33  Furthermore, he argues that contemporary
international interactions lack political unity and universally accepted
political institutions, while the world is ruled by a dominant power (the
US), leading to a “failed” world. 34

At the core of Zhao’s criticism is the lack of the order’s “worldness,”
meaning that the contemporary world is an agora without a polis, where
states struggle to achieve their interests by competing with one another
(the Hobbesian anarchy) and do not seek to better the whole global
political community, the polis. 35  For Zhao, the lack of “worldness”
results from the domination of Western values and norms. He criticizes
individualism, democracy, and monotheistic religions, which have
served to form political imagination that produced dogmatism and
exclusivity. 36  Consequently, exclusivity prevents people from thinking
about world interests and a deeper cooperation between political
communities, ultimately leading to an anarchic order. Furthermore, for
Zhao, the Westphalian order hinders international organizations from
representing the interests of the world. For instance, the United Nations
is only an organization of bargaining between states, while the EU is
considered a company of states that cannot prioritize a common interest
over the interests of each member. 37  In other words, Zhao states that
there is no coherent world society governed by a universally accepted
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political institution. 38  is is considered a fault of the Westphalian order,
in which the interests of individual states are prioritized over the interests
of the world.

Zhao also suggests an alternative to the Westphalian orthodoxy. To
fix flaws, Zhao proposes a modern manifestation of the Tianxia – an
institutional world based on a global political philosophy and re-creation
of the notion of world sovereignty. 39, 40  From his perspective, the world
should be perceived as a single polis and a starting point for politics.
41  Furthermore, Zhao pays a good deal of attention to the concept of
all-inclusiveness, arguing that in the ideal state, the world has to be an
integrated entity with no externalities, acknowledging the world as a
common area of interest and a shared resource for all mankind. 42

To achieve changes, Zhao suggests replacing the Western norms
and values with the traditional Chinese ones. Furthermore, he suggests
replacing the individual with the family as the core unit of philosophy.
e archetypal principle of the family has to be extended to all levels of
government by applying the Confucian principle that the Tinaxia and
political communities have to be governed the same way as families are.
43  As a result, the primacy of a family legitimizes hierarchy in relations
between people. Globally, this means establishing hierarchic relations
between political communities. e hierarchy is also prioritized by the
idea of the importance of harmony. 44

Finally, Zhao Tingyang suggests forming a global world governance
based on all-inclusiveness and hierarchical relations. e hierarchical
authority must be effectively transposable from the highest to the lowest
levels, because higher levels should condition smaller societies and not
the other way around. 45  It is worth noting that he does not provide a
precise model of such a world institution or how it should be established.
Nevertheless, he suggests that the global institution (world government)
should have sovereignty over political communities (sub-states), who
will voluntarily join the hierarchic order. 46  According to Zhao, “[t]he
number of sub-states depends upon the diversity of cultures, nations, or
geographical conditions.” 47  is essentially means that sub-states would
replace existing states and retain the dynamics of power distribution as it
currently is in the Westphalian order.

e world government should be in charge of universal institutions,
laws, and order, uphold justice and peace, control shared resources,
recognize sub-state political legitimacy, supervise them, and carry out
punitive actions against those who break universal law. 48  e sub-
states will have autonomy in their domestic economy, culture, social
norms, and values but be dependent on a world government in terms
of their political legitimacy and obligations. Interestingly, such a system
somewhat resembles the government model of the ethnic autonomous
areas defined in the PRC Constitution (section 6). 49  Jeffrey Mankoff
argues that the “Tianxia is a PRC structured state. Imagined as a state
with a PRC model.” 50
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According to Zhao, the system of relations between the world
government and sub-states offers possibilities for a coalition of sub-
states to replace the world government through revolution. Finally,
by abandoning the sovereignty of states, the meaning of borders
is also lost. By rejecting borders and encouraging the freedom of
migration, the Tianxia order ensures a constant erosion of national
identities and cultural differences. Such an approach adheres to
teleological assumptions in Confucianism and Marxism about the
inevitable disappearance of ethnic distinction in the process of economic
development. 51  Zhao’s vision demonstrates the complementarity
between traditional Chinese norms (Tianxia) and the Marxist values
of the contemporary PRC, suggesting that there are no significant
differences between China’s past, present, and future.

4. e Constraints in Replacing the Westphalian World
Order

e suggestion to replace the Westphalian world order with the Tianxia
order is a revolutionary change. For this, a global transformation of
norms is necessary. 52  Although Zhao extensively argues the necessity
of openness to all cultures and religions, his proposed values and norms
are exceptionally Chinese. erefore, “all-inclusiveness” and “worldness”
are not inclusive at all, while the approach itself resembles ideological
imperialism, which led to the expansion of the Westphalian order.

For the Westphalian order to be replaced, it has to lose legitimacy. e
functioning of the order has to face challenges beyond those with which
it can cope. At the very least, the perception of the order’s failure has to
become relatively widespread.

Globalization, the creation of the UN, the EU, and other international
organizations, the introduction of norms regarding universal human
rights, interventions into states through the right to protect, and
the increasing power of multinational corporations should suggest the
decreasing viability of the Westphalian order. 53  However, in most
cases, all the mentioned processes are accepted as evolutionary, gradually
modifying the Westphalian world order, allowing it to maintain its
legitimacy.

e Westphalian norms remain the basis of the interactions of political
communities and do not experience an existential crisis. Westphalian
global world order remains the preferred type of interaction between
political communities. States, in many cases, oppose the creation
of hierarchical interactions. e discussions on climate change and
voluntary pledges on greenhouse gas emissions were favored over
mandatory quotas. 54  e COVID-19 pandemic showed that countries
coordinated poorly and dealt with the pandemic mostly unilaterally,
competing for medical resources. e 2015 migration crisis in the
European Union also showed the disinclination of member states
to accept the Commission’s decisions on mandatory quotas for the
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relocation of migrants. e prioritization of sovereign over joint actions
during several financial crises testifies to the priority of state interests
over global interests. e examples suggest that sovereignty remains the
preferred option. 55

e societies within states also prefer anarchic world order over the
hierarchic one. e post-Second World War history experienced just a
few mergers between states but witnessed a significant increase in the
number of sovereign states. 56  e armed conflicts for liberation and
sovereignty also contradict the appeal of hierarchic orders. Ukraine’s
defense of its sovereignty against the Russian invasion in 2022, which was
aimed to transform Ukraine into a sub-state under Russian domination,
contributes to the argument.

In the EU, which is the most integrated international organization
with elements of supranationalism, the sovereignty of its member states
remains at its core despite the supranational aspect. e EU has an
exclusive competence related to economy, trade, and finances. It also has
an area of shared competence where member states have limitations to
exercise competencies if the EU has done so. Finally, it has supporting
competence in coordinating the actions of member states. However, in
many cases, there is a need for the mutual agreement of states to have
decisions in different areas. e bargaining between institutions and
states and between member states is a continuous process. In essence, the
existence of the EU is a result of the decisions of member states, and they
also provide resources for its functioning. e legitimacy of and powers
wielded by the EU bureaucracy depend on the will of the member states to
comply with them. e example of Brexit shows that decisions regarding
whether to stay or leave the supranational organization have priority over
the EU’s interests. According to Nicolas Jabko and Meghan Luhman, the
EU will need to find ways to reconcile issues between sovereignty and
integration as these issues will likely become more intensive. 57

e synthesis between the Westphalian order and elements of
hierarchical order inside the EU becomes possible only because of core
Westphalian principles, which permit individual states to pool and
share sovereignty in agreed areas. In such a way, states agreeing to a
supranational organization create a common cause while maintaining
sovereignty. In essence, the states which represent political communities
agree to limit competition, but competition is still present.

e evolution of the Westphalian world order suggests that it can
incorporate different regional orders within it while maintaining its core
principles. ough the Westphalian order rejects hierarchy in practice,
hierarchical relations between states are inevitable due to their power
asymmetry. Less powerful states enter hierarchic relations with greater
powers when they search for security (small and middle-sized states join
NATO), economic benefits (states join the EU), or norms (Ukraine’s
choice of the Association Agreement with the EU over integration in the
Eurasian Union). 58  Simultaneously, states can be forced into hierarchic
relations (the Warsaw Pact). By entering hierarchical relations, lesser
powers decrease their autonomy and begin to consider the interests of
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the dominant power. e differences in autonomy between states lead to
particularistic orders defined by the dominant state(s). Such orders can be
traced back to the times of colonialism in terms of the relations between
metropolises and colonies. 59  World orders with hierarchical elements
existed during the Cold War because the US and the Soviet Union were
able to achieve hierarchical orders within the anarchic Westphalian world
order. 60  During the Cold War, the Westphalian (international) order
was a thin one, and the US and the Soviet Union’s hierarchic regional
orders were bounded ones. 61  e US and the Soviet hierarchic orders had
different legitimacy. e decrease of power for the Soviet Union led to the
collapse of the Soviet-led order; the US order had greater legitimacy, and
it attracted smaller European powers to join NATO. Historical examples
suggest that the Westphalian world order and regional orders exist in
parallel, and states simultaneously conduct their activities within multiple
orders.

Aer the Second World War, the growing importance of international
organizations led to the advocacy for applying particular norms in
domestic policies, and seeking the universalization of those norms.
However, such an approach does not modify the principles of
the Westphalian order. e most powerful states try to expand
their normative power through international organizations because
“[h]egemonic states oen aspire to redesign the world order in their
own domestic image, thereby shaping the governing logic of international
relations in line with their internal values and institutions.” 62  Such an
approach falls in line with the explanation that political communities
with significant power try to expand their norms, which result from their
political imagination. It is worth noting that the universal application of
some norms does not replace the Westphalian order, which still defines
core actors and the principles of their interactions.

Furthermore, international organizations do not significantly modify
the Westphalian order because states continue to be the leading
players in deciding on any interactions. An increasing number of cross-
border issues and a growing dependency force states to participate
simultaneously in the overlapping networks, but this does not replace
the importance of sovereignty. Even the formation of supranational
international organizations, such as the EU, and a gradual increase
in supranationalism do not replace the Westphalian order. Sebastian
Schmidt rightly states that sovereignty is a foundational habit of the
modern state system, and once the habit is established, it will likely persist.
63  e Westphalian order can be characterized in the following way: its
constant transformation of order retains sovereignty at its center; it is
capable to allow multiple orders within it at the same time; it pursues
an uninterrupted practice of sovereignty in the relations of political
communities. ere would be a need for a revolutionary change of norms
and perceptions to replace the Westphalian order with Tianxia order, but
the continuity of the Westphalian orthodoxy is favored.
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e relative decline of the West and the growing power of the PRC
suggests that the latter increases its capabilities to shape norms on a
global level, but in order to set them, it has to achieve global hegemony.
Hegemony rests on the distribution of power and ideas at the elite
and mass levels. 64  According to Charles Kupchan, hegemonies “press
outward the norms that shape their domestic orders because hegemonies,
just like unitary states, are social entities, not just material instruments
of control; they reflect the hegemon’s own values and norms as well as
its preponderant power.” 65  e PRC already has the world’s biggest
economy (in terms of purchasing power parity). It is expected that, by
2050, the PRC will generate 20% of the world’s GDP, while the US will
generate only 12%, and the EU-27 only 9%. 66  Such increasing economic,
financial, trade, military, so, and normative power will allow the PRC to
shape collective ideas globally.

Setting norms is essential because secondary players should consider
authority as being legitimate. 67  Without the supporting ideology
providing legitimacy, it is challenging for the hegemony to lead and attract
followers. 68  e position of dominant power should be achieved by
ideological, religious, or other values, which are common for a set of
states. 69  For the PRC, it is essential to promote its traditional norms,
philosophy, and collective imagination to increase its legitimacy. e
PRC heavily invests in the Confucius Institutes, promotes Confucian
philosophy and the Chinese language, cooperates with universities
worldwide, and provides an alternative vision and a point of view in
the media. 70  However, it seems unlikely that the PRC will become a
hegemon because Western powers show capabilities to compete with the
PRC, at least according to what economic projections suggest. At the
same time, there are other states whose power increases, and they can
have their visions of world order based on their cultural elements. It also
has to be considered that support for the Westphalian order does not
necessarily decrease with the relative decrease of Western power, because
the Westphalian order became a global rather than regional phenomenon
and is accepted by most political communities.

When the Westphalian world order expanded, it expanded to relatively
isolated regions. e power of the Western states allowed them to become
regional hegemons or at least to enforce their norms, which defined
how a political community could become a state, thus becoming the
subject of such order. e Westphalian world order became global by
connecting regions into a single network. International organizations
further legitimized its norms. Because of its gradual expansion, the
Westphalian order met less resistance than it would if it had to replace
the existing world order globally. In contrast, the replacement of the
Westphalian order has to happen in a well-connected world – globally
– meaning that it is a much more difficult challenge. e PRC must
accumulate much more power (material and normative) to replace the
existing global world order with Tianxia.
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Finally, the second factor – the domestic support for Tianxia has to
be discussed. Modern Tianxia order is supported in the PRC. According
to Yan Xuetong, the government understands that it needs first to
establish a popular ideology at home before promoting it globally.
Hence, it tries to establish a universal ideology that combines traditional
Chinese values with Marxism. 71  Nationalistic feelings provide domestic
support, because ambitions to shape the new world order place the
PRC at the center of global politics as the core definer of the world’s
future. Zhao Tingyang’s published e Tianxia System: An Introduction
to a World Philosophy in 2005 became a bestseller in the PRC. Such
popularity can be explained thanks to Tianxia’s equation with China,
which is fueling interest in his proposed order. 72  Zhao also has strong
links with the PRC government. He is a political philosopher with
the Institute of Philosophy at the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences
– China’s largest think-tank. is heavily politicized and doctrinal
Marxist institution represents the classical and conservative component
of Chinese International Relations. 73  e leading Chinese political
theorist Wang Huning (a professor in international politics) became
the First Secretary of the Secretariat of the Chinese Communist Party
in 2017 and is believed to be a close advisor of Xi Jinping and the
architect behind Xi’s “Chinese Dream” idea. His connections to Xi give
relevance to Tianxia’s idea in the governmental approach. 74  e modern
Chinese intellectuals, in fact, always express nationalistic concerns when
they embrace cosmopolitanism or any other worldview with universal
pretensions. 75

In addition, the Tianxia discourse parallels the expanding scope of
a Chinese grand strategy, from Deng Xiaoping to Xi Jinping, one
which constantly suggests the Chinese vision of alternative world
order. 76  At first glance, it seems that the General Secretary of the
Chinese Communist Party (since 2012) and the President of the PRC
(since 2013), Xi Jinping was ambiguous about expressing support for
the Tianxia. On the one hand, President Xi underlined respect for
sovereignty, equality among states, and multilateralism, presenting the
PRC as the determined defender of the Westphalian world order. 77  On
the other hand, there are somewhat indirect references to the Tianxia
concept in Xi’s speeches and the One Belt One Road (OBOR) initiative
(initiated in 2013). 78  e Tianxia is an idea, while the OBOR has
practical aims. 79  e OBOR expands the PRC’s economic clout all over
Eurasia, putting the PRC at the center of trade routes and creating formal
and informal political links between different states and the PRC. e
OBOR contributes to what is a so approach to Tianxia expansion. It
expands normative influence and Chinese characteristics and indirectly
promotes Tianxia. Bruno Macaes argues that the OBOR does not have
fixed rules and is deliberately intended to be informal, unstructured, and
opaque. 80  Jeffrey Mankoff suggests that the OBOR erodes Eurasia’s
post-Qing borders, “recreating something like the ambiguous territorial
arrangements characteristic of the traditional tianxia paradigm.” 81  Even
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the title of the project, “One Belt One Road,” has connotations with
Tianxia. 82

Simultaneously, OBOR promotes the concepts of the “Grand Unity,”
the “Great Communality under Heaven” (tianxia datong), and the
“Community of Common Destiny,” which are connected to the Tianxia.
In 2018, Xi claimed that:

Jointly building the “Belt and Road Initiative” is the platform for
promoting the construction of community of common destiny for
mankind, it stems from China’s Reform and Opening and long-term
development, and it accords to the Chinese people’s ideal of the Grand
Unity, as well as the Chinese worldview of caring for those far away and
harmonizing all nations, and it also allows us to occupy the commanding
heights of international morality. 83

According to Stephen S. Smith, it was the first time that President
Xi “clearly and deliberately connected the PRC’s major diplomatic
initiatives with the old Chinese ideal.” 84  Xi unifies the two dominating
ideas among PRC’s international scholars of Tianxia (Zhao Tingyang)
and the superior morality of the PRC (Yan Xuetong). Zhao criticizes the
Westphalian world order precisely because of a lack of understanding of
the “Common Destiny.”

ough President Xi stresses the importance of sovereignty and
multilateralism, the PRC has a selective approach, considering the
issues in the South China Sea, neo-colonialism, debt traps, pressure on
smaller countries, etc. e PRC practices hierarchical approaches in its
diplomacy, which are not necessarily forced but agreed upon. Also, it is
worth noting that concepts of “Grand Unity,” “Community of Shared
Future of Mankind,” “Great Harmony,” “win-win,” and “Community
of Common Destiny” have a broad interpretation and carry different
meanings among different cultures. From the Chinese perspective, they
have connections to the Tianxia. erefore, the mentioned concepts have
elements of doublespeak. According to Nathan and Zhang, the themes of
Chinese moral authority and international hierarchy “are oen hidden in
the official discourse.” 85

Overall, the PRC’s government and intellectuals cooperate to ensure
Tianxia’s acceptance both domestically and internationally, be it directly
(domestically) or indirectly (globally). e promotion of Tianxia globally
is not necessarily implemented in the form outlined by Zhao Tingyang
but has connotations with it. Despite the domestic support for Tianxia,
the PRC is not ready to openly challenge the Westphalian world order
and begin its replacement with the Tianxia.

5. More than Imagination: Anarchy as an Essential Element
in the Interaction between Political Communities

e discussion on anarchy and hierarchy between the Westphalian and
Tianxia orders suggests that at the center of the debate is the question
regarding whose primacy is at the heart of politics. In Western culture, an
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individual is at the center of political philosophy. erefore, this approach
is transferred to the collective political imagination, and because of it,
sovereign states are the main players when defining relations between
political communities.

Zhao Tingyang is not entirely right about the non-existence of a global
polis. If we think of states as individuals, as Zhao or Hobbes does, it can
be assumed that the Westphalian world order is a global polis. States,
like individuals, compete for resources to improve their well-being or
increase their power over other individuals, and sometimes they fight.
e interests of the polis emerge from the interests of the individuals
who are living in a polis. Joint actions emerge from mutual challenges
only if they are perceived as mutual. Most of the time, politics within a
polis remain tied to a competition between individuals based on mutually
agreed norms.

e Westphalian order accepts competition between political
communities, which is something that happened before the order was
even established. Such competition does not threaten to disrupt the
order. On the contrary, the competition between political communities
re-enforces it. At the same time, the Westphalian order allows
hierarchical orders between states to exist within it. It allows for states
to operate within multiple orders simultaneously, allowing them to share
and pool sovereignties or establish new forms of sovereignty depending
on the choices of individual states. Finally, the Westphalian order does
not shape domestic politics or regimes, which increases its appeal. Some
states can punish other states for their domestic policies, but states and
not hierarchical institutions decide. e history of the Westphalian world
order shows its ability to evolve and adjust while maintaining its core
principles.

Alternatively, Zhao Tingyang’s romanticized re-imagined approach of
all-inclusiveness and harmony in a polis is an idealized order that has
never existed. e history of regional orders, which declared themselves
universal or universal empires, shows that internal competition for power
within them never stopped. e competition was not necessarily waged
militarily, but it never ceased within the Roman Empire, amongst the
Muslim leaders of the Islamic order, or within the Roman Catholic
order in Medieval Europe. e hierarchical structure of the orders does
not prevent conflict. Zhao states that Tianxia under the Zhou “waned
because it was too good to exist.” 86  He continues that the limited power
of the “all-under-heaven” world government, institutionally designed
in favor of the independence and interests of the sub-states, proved
incapable of coping with the ambitions of the latter’s stronger elements.
e very ideal of Tianxia collapsed due to anarchic elements within it.
According to the Chinese Academy of Military Science, Chinese states
fought 3,756 wars between 770 BC and AD 1912, an average of 1.4 wars
a year. 87  e conflicts and wars between China’s political communities
in the Spring and Autumn period, not to mention the Warring States
period, and the imperial period, show an inevitable element of anarchy in
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the Tianxia. e break of hierarchy because of anarchic elements is just
a matter of time.

Conclusions

In conclusion, an analysis based on Legro’s theoretical approach to
the change of collective ideas applied to the study of the replacement
of world order suggests that Tianxia cannot replace the Westphalian
world order. Zhao Tingyang’s criticism of the Westphalian order aims
to speed up the erosion of orthodoxy and provide an alternative. Still,
the criticism partially results from the competition with the US and
the aim to de-legitimize Western norms. e need to replace norms of
the interaction between political communities challenges the possibility
of world order replacement. e Westphalian world order does not
experience an existential crisis. In its 400-year history, the Westphalian
order showed its ability to evolve, adapt and cohabitate with other orders
(primarily regional) while maintaining its core principle – sovereignty.
Sovereignty remains the foundational habit of interactions between
political communities and is the basis of international organizations,
including supranational ones.

e adaptability of the Westphalian world order suggests that Legro
is correct in that the change of ideas favors continuity, gradually
incorporating new elements. e Westphalian world order became
perceived as a “natural” state of interaction for political communities.
It has to be taken into account that the PRC’s growing relative power
and the domestic support for the core ideas increase its capabilities to
shape norms globally. As a result, the PRC’s ideas and norms, like those of
the Tianxia, can be gradually incorporated into the Westphalian world
order, modifying it over time but not replacing it. Regardless of the
development of the Westphalian world order or the replacement of it
by any other order, the element of anarchy must be accepted as the
norm of interactions of political communities, which defines the practical
functioning of the order. From this perspective, the Tianxia order has
significant structural flaws within it.
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