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A recurring news feature in recent

years has been Beijing’s seemingly

flagrant disregard for internationally

recognised geopolitical frontiers both

politically and militarily. This disregard

extends to numerous locations

bordering mainland China including,

the South China Sea — an area now

subject to heightened tensions

between the People’s Republic of

China and other states regarding

territorial controls and maritime rights

of way, the Republic of China Taiwan

— since 1949 a self-governing island-

state recognised as the inheritor of

imperial China under international

law which Beijing considers integral to

the PRC, the Hong Kong Special

Administrative Region — whose

government and economy were

guaranteed autonomy for fifty years

after the region’s handover to the PRC

from British rule in 1997 under the

principle of “one country, two

systems”, but which are now subject

to increasing intervention by Beijing,

and the line of actual control between

the PRC and India at Ladakh —

uncertainties over which have resulted

in persistent conflict involving
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fuel deposits; albeit in ways viewed

with justification by competing states

as force majeure. 

The PRC’s recent exponential

domestic economic growth has been

accompanied by an increasingly

ardent nationalism promoted by the

Chinese government as a focus for

social coherence at a time of

destabilising post-revolutionary

reforms and as a closing of ranks

against outside interference in the

PRC’s domestic affairs. This

increasingly ardent nationalism is

strongly informed by a desire to re-

establish a historically unified ‘Greater

China’ divided by the combined

violence of colonialism/imperialism

and civil conflict. In a recent speech

commemorating the centenary of the

Communist Party, President Xi Jinping

asserted that the era of China being

“bullied” is over.(2) 

Seen from that perspective the PRC’s

claims over the South China Sea, the

Hong Kong SAR, Taiwan and territories

bordering India at Ladakh are simply

rightful projections of a pre-existing

sovereignty. Crucially those claims are

now supported by credible economic

and military might. The horizon of a

‘post-West’ world order at the closing

of the American era would appear to

be hoving rapidly into view.

Less immediately obvious, perhaps,

are the intersections between Beijing’s

present claims regarding the extent of

the PRC’s national sovereignty and

China’s dynastic-imperial cultural

traditions.The ideas of national

sovereignty, self-determination and

non-interference between nation

states upon which the current, rules-

based, international order is founded

are relatively recent in origin.

actual/perceived incursions over the

line by both sides. 

Beijing’s seemingly flagrant disregard

for geopolitical frontiers in each of

these cases can be readily explained, if

not entirely justified, in socioeconomic

and political terms. During the so-

called “century of shame” from the

second half of the nineteenth century,

an economically, technologically and

militarily weak China found itself

unable to successfully resist European,

Japanese and US colonialism/

imperialism in South-East and East

Asia. From the turn of the twentieth

century to the founding of the PRC in

1949, China was also riven by

protracted civil conflicts. Since the

introduction of post-revolutionary

reforms at the beginning of the 1980s

and the onset of neo-liberal

globalisation at the end of the

decade, the PRC’s economy has

grown exponentially, becoming

second only to the US in terms of

GDP. Growing economic power and

influence has given the PRC

increased confidence on the world

stage. Moreover, it has enabled the

country to strengthen the regional

dominance and international reach

of its military. 

Beijing’s island building in the

South China Sea is therefore

understandable, for example, as a

means of protecting the PRC’s vital

economic interests — 80% of the

country’s energy imports and 39.5%

of its total trade passes through the

South China Sea (1) — as well as

asserting sovereignty over valuable

fishing rights and identified fossil-

https://us-lti.bbcollab.com/collab/ui/session/playback/load/7cf6bb5c7aaa4aa9930d7bd7b8df0b00?name=2020%20Virtual%20Symposium:%20Lt%20Gen%20Michael%20A.%20Minihan,%20USAF%20Deputy%20Commander,%20U.S.%20Indo-Pacific%20Command%20-%20recording_1
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Some scholars have traced their

emergence to two related treaties

known as the Peace of Westphalia

which brought the Thirty Years’ War

and the Eighty Years’ War in Europe to

a close in 1648.(3) Since the

seventeenth century the construction

of autonomous nation-states with

determined geographical boundaries

has spread worldwide — in no small

part through the metastasising of

Euro-American

colonialism/imperialism and the

accompanying impact of

Western(ised) modernity. China did

not become a recognised nation-state

until the collapse of its last imperial

dynasty, the Qing (1644-1912) and the

founding of modern republican China

in 1912. Prior to that, China was an

empire whose reach extended

without determinate limits to a

constellation of surrounding

suzerainties and culturally Chinese

diasporic communities.

Underpinning Chinese dynastic-

imperial sovereignty was the unifying

concept of tianxia (‘all under heaven’),

first fully developed during China’s

Zhou Dynasty (c.1046-256 BCE).

Tianxia signifies all the lands under

the jurisdiction of the Chinese

emperor, which in principle

encompass the globe.

It also conceives of a concentric

geopolitical order, with Chinese

civilisation, closest to imperial

power, at the centre of the world,

and differing levels of influence

radiating out to non-Chinese

speaking ‘barbarians’ at the

periphery. 

This vision contrasts with recent

post-colonialist conceptions of

national geopolitical division and

self-determination where

distinctions between centre and

periphery have been pervasively

deconstructed. In practice, Imperial

China’s frontiers were subject to

continual alteration, like those of

republican China, because of

invasion, civil conflict and territorial

divisions.

Historically, tianxia was closely

associated with Chinese Confucian

conceptions of social order,

morality and aesthetics. China’s

dynastic-imperial administrative

class, known outside China as the

Literati, upheld an idealising and

morally driven Confucian vision of a

harmoniously ordered hierarchical

society under imperial rule. That

vision intersected from its inception

during the fifth century BCE with

immemorial conceptions of a non-

rationalist 

reciprocity between individuals and

between humanity and heaven in

spontaneous accordance with the

way of Nature signified by the now

internationally iconic Daoist yin-yang

symbol or taijitu. In addition to

administering the Chinese dynastic-

imperial state, the Literati were also

expected to show their adeptness at a

range of arts including poetry writing,

calligraphy, and painting. The ability

to depict landscapes through ink and

brush painting on silk or paper in

aesthetically balanced ways, was, for

example, considered indicative of the

Literati’s wider moral obligation to

administer the Chinese dynastic-

imperial state along harmonising

Daoist-inflected Confucian lines.

Imperial authority and Confucian

morality and aesthetics thus became

intimately conjoined in the Chinese

cultural imagination. 

Recently, tianxia has made a

comeback as part of Chinese

intellectual life. The contemporary

Chinese scholar Zhao Tingyang has,

for example, argued for tianxia’s

(re-)instatement as a form of global

governance based on the

harmoniously reciprocal co-existence

of differing societies replacing the

existing Western(ised) world order of

competing nation-states.(4)

https://us-lti.bbcollab.com/collab/ui/session/playback/load/7cf6bb5c7aaa4aa9930d7bd7b8df0b00?name=2020%20Virtual%20Symposium:%20Lt%20Gen%20Michael%20A.%20Minihan,%20USAF%20Deputy%20Commander,%20U.S.%20Indo-Pacific%20Command%20-%20recording_1
https://www.armed-services.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/SASC%20testimony,%20June%208,%202021.pdf
https://www.armed-services.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/SASC%20testimony,%20June%208,%202021.pdf
https://www.armed-services.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/SASC%20testimony,%20June%208,%202021.pdf
https://www.armed-services.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/SASC%20testimony,%20June%208,%202021.pdf
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The inherent contradiction of this

ostensibly counter-cultural, ‘peace,

love, and understanding’, argument is

all too clear. The historical meaning of

tianxia leaves it inescapably bound to

the traces of historical Chinese

dynastic imperialism. As such, the idea

of tianxia can be readily deployed to

give ethical and aesthetic justification

to the PRC’s present-day geopolitical

assertiveness via the back door. 

From the point of view of a currently

emboldened nationalistic China such

a contradiction is, of course, trifling.

Indeed, traditional Chinese Daoist-

Confucian thinking would uphold its

place as part of the inherently non-

rational, harmoniously reciprocal, way

of Nature. 

It is important to note in this regard

that government supported

nationalism within the PRC since

the 1990s has been informed by an

official rededication to Confucian

ideas of social harmony after the

damaging iconoclasm of the

Cultural Revolution.

The PRC should not be viewed

simply from the point of view of

discontented others as a rogue

nation-state which plays fast and

loose with the established, rules-

based, international order. Its

actions are also informed by an

ingrained and newly assertive

cultural habitus. Contrary to Martin

Jacques’ unduly binary definition of

present-day China as a civilisation-

state rather than a modern nation-

state(5), a more precise observation is

that, when it comes to sovereign state

borders and other geopolitical

frontiers, the PRC shuttles continually,

in theory and practice, between those

two imaginaries as a matter of

expediency. On the one hand, Beijing

defends the newly empowered PRC’s

national integrity against outside

interference in line with conceptions

of the modern nation-state. 

On the other, there is a reprising of

tianxia as a natural, morally, and

aesthetically legitimised, underpinning

to the PRC’s place within the

emerging post-West world (dis)order.

Either way, it has become necessary to

relinquish our established certainties

and enter a new state of global

realpolitik.
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broader, nuanced debate without

entertaining extreme views or

perpetuating false silos.

About the UKNCCAbout the Author
 

Paul Gladston is the inaugural Judith

Neilson Chair Professor of

Contemporary Art at the University of

New South Wales, Sydney. He is co-

editor of the forthcoming book, Visual

Culture Wars at the Borders of

Contemporary China.

References:

(1).China Power (2019) [2017], ‘How
Much Trade Transits the South China
Sea’ (https://chinapower.csis.org/much-
trade-transits-south-china-sea/; accessed
2 February 2020).

(2). The Quint (2021), '“Will Not Be Bullied
By Foreign Forces”: Chinese President Xi
Jinping’
(https://www.thequint.com/news/world/wi
ll-not-be-bullied-by-foreign-forces-
chinese-president-xi-jinping; accessed 5
July 2021).

(3). Croxton, Derek (1999), ‘The Peace of
Westphalia of 1648 and the Origins of
Sovereignty’, International History Review,
21(3), 569–591.

(4). Zhao, Tingyang (2019), Redefining a
Philosophy for World Governance,
London: Palgrave Macmillan.
(5). Jacques, Martin (2011), ‘Civilization
state versus nation-state’
(http://www.martinjacques.com/articles/c
ivilization-state-versus-nation-state-2/;
accessed 19 November 2020).

https://chinapower.csis.org/much-trade-transits-south-china-sea/
https://www.thequint.com/news/world/will-not-be-bullied-by-foreign-forces-chinese-president-xi-jinping
http://www.martinjacques.com/articles/civilization-state-versus-nation-state-2/

