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Revival of the «Tianxia» Concept in Historical Perspective: Ideological Reconstruction
and Diplomatic Legitimation of the Chinese Vision of the World Order

The article examines how the traditional Chinese concept of Tianxia («All Under Heaven») has been
reinterpreted in contemporary Chinese political thought and incorporated into China's foreign policy
discourse. The aim of the study is to determine how this classical moral and philosophical concept has been
adapted to contemporary international realities and transformed into one of the normative instruments through
which China justifies its vision of the international order. The methodological framework combines
historical-philosophical analysis, a comparative examination of different models of world order, and
qualitative discourse analysis of the works of contemporary Chinese scholars, official documents, and major
policy speeches by the leadership of the People's Republic of China. The analysis demonstrates that the
contemporary interpretation of Tianxia does not imply a return to the traditional imperial system. Rather, it
involves reinterpretation of selected elements of the classical concept in light of contemporary political
conditions and global challenges. In this context, the emphasis shifts from a hierarchical organization of the
world to the principles of interstate interconnectedness, harmonious coexistence, common development,
mutual benefit, and shared responsibility for addressing global challenges. At the same time, the traditional
logic has not been entirely abandoned. The modern interpretation of Tianxia retains elements of normative
hierarchy, as China is portrayed as a state capable of providing normative guidance and conceptual
approaches to the reform of the global governance system. The scientific novelty of the article lies in its
comprehensive examination of the Tianxia concept at three interconnected levels: the classical philosophical
tradition, contemporary academic interpretations, and the official diplomatic discourse of the People's
Republic of China. This approach makes it possible to trace the continuity between the historical meaning of
the concept and its contemporary political interpretation, while also identifying the mechanisms through
which China's traditional intellectual heritage has been adapted to the objectives of its foreign policy. The
study concludes that, under contemporary conditions, Tianxia functions primarily as a discursive and
normative construct that provides the value-based foundation of China's approach to world order rather than
as a fully developed institutional model for organizing international relations.

Keywords: Tianxia, Chinese political philosophy, Chinese foreign policy, world order, diplomatic
legitimation, Community with a Shared Future for Mankind, global governance, normative order, Sino-
centric order, ideological reconstruction.
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Tapuxu nepcnekTuBagarbl « TAHBCH» TY:KbIPBIMAAMACHIHBIH KAHFBIPYbI:
KpITaliABIH dJIeMIIK TOPTIN KOHIHAETT KO3KAPACHIH UA€0JI0T USIIBIK
KaiTa Kypy sKoHe AMILIOMATHSJIBIK 3aHAACTHIPbLIYbI

Makana noctypii Keltailnblk « TsiHbCs» («BapiiblFbl acliaHHBIH aCThIHAA») TYKBIPbIMAAMachHbIH KpiTalbH
Kasipri casicu OWbIHIA Kanaii KaiiTa mailbIMIaibli, CBIPTKBI CasiCH AUCKYPCTa Kajlall KOJIJaHBUIBII OTBHIPFAHBIH
3epTTeyre apHaiFaH. 3epTTEeyAiH MaKCaThl — OCBHI KJIACCHKAIIBIK MOPATbIIK-(QHUIOCODUSIIBIK HASSHBIH Ka3ipri
XaNblKapalblK JKaFraaiina KaHmai sxkonMeH Oeitimzaerin, KelTalIbH oneMaiK TOPTIN Typasibl Ke3KapachlH
HeTi3ieyre KbI3MET €TeTiH HOPMATWUBTIK KYpalgapAblH OipiHe aifHaJFaHBIH aHBIKTAy. 3epTTEy.iH
d/liCHAMAJBIK HETi31H TapuXu-(QrIoCoOPUITBIK TAIay, dJIEMIIK TOPTINTIH OPTYPIl YIATUIEPiH CATBICTHIPMAIBI
3epTTey, COHIA-aK Ka3ipri KBITAWIBIK 3epTTEYIIUIEpIiH eHOeKTepiHe, pecMH KykaTTtapra jxoHe Keitait
XamblK PecrryOnmukacs!l OacIIBUIBIFBIHBIH OarapiiaManblK Ce3/epiHe JKYPTi3UIreH camanblK AUCKYPCTHIK,
tangay Kypaimel. JXKyprizinren Ttanmay «TsHbCS» TYXKbIpHIMIAMAChIHBIH Ka3ipri 3aMaHFbl TyCiHAIpMeci
JOCTYpJi MMIOEPHSUIBIK JKylere KaifTa opanyabl Ke3JaeMeWTiHiH kepcereni. KepiciHie, KiacCHKabIK
TYKBIPBIMIAMAHBIH JKEKEeJIeTeH JJIeMEHTTepl Kasipri cascu karjainap MeH jxahaHJbIK ChIH-KaTepliepi
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eckepe OTBIPBII KaiiTa naiibiMpananbl. byn perre Hasap oJeMHIH HEpapXHMsUIBIK YHBIMAACTBHIPYBIHAH
MEMJICKETTepAIH e3apa OaiiIaHbICTBUIBIFEI, YHIECIMAL KaTap eMip Cypyi, OpTak Jamy, e3apa THIMAUIIK KoHE
skahaHIBIK MoceneNiep/ii LIeMyeri YKBIMABIK JKayalnKepIIUlik uaesuapbiHa aybicanpl. COHBIMEH KaTtap
JOCTYPITi JIOTHKAJaH TOJBIKTail Oac TapTy OalikaiMaiabl. TSHBCSHBIH Ka3ipri TyCiHAIpMeCiHIe HOPMAaTHBTIK
HepapXUsHBIH JKEKeJeTreH JJIeMEHTTepl cakramansl, oWTkeHI Kpirail sxahaHmplk Oackapy kyieciH
pedopmanayra OGarbITTanFaH KYHIBUIBIKTHIK Oarmapiap MEH TY)KBIPhIMAAMANbIK TOCUIIEpAi YChIHA allaThIH
MEMJIEKET PeTiHAe KapacThIPbUIanbl. 3epTTEYNiH FEUIBIMHU JKaHATBIFBI — «TSHBCS» TYXKBIPHIMIaMachkiH ©3apa
0aifTaHbICThI YII AEHTei/Ie: KIACCHKAMBIK (GHIOCOPUIIBIK JOCTYP, Ka3ipri akaJeMHUsIIbIK HHTEpIpETaLHsiap
sxoHe Kpitailt Xanelk PecmyOnukachlHBIH pecMH TUMIOMATHSUIIBIK JUCKYPCHI apKbUIBI KEIIEHIl 3epTTEyMEH
OaiimaHbICTBI. MyHIal TOCLT TY)KbIPBIMIAMaHbIH TApUXU Ma3MYHBI MEH OHBIH Ka3ipri casicl TYCIHAIPMECiHiH
apachlHaFbl cabaKTAaCTHIKTHl alKbIHAyFa, COHAAil-aK IOCTYpni 3UATKEPIiK MypaHbl KpITallIblH CBIPTKBI
cascaThIHBIH MiHIETTepiHe OeffiMIey TeTiKTepiH aHBIKTayFa MYMKIHJIIK Oeperi. 3epTTey HoTImKeciHae Ka3ipri
skarnalina TsHbCS XaJbIKapaiblK KaThIHACTAPIb! YHBIMIACTHIPYABIH JalbIH HHCTUTYIMOHAIIBIK YATICI eMec,
kepicinamre KpITalibIH oeMIiK TOPTINKe KAaTBICTH YCHIHBIMBIHBIH HETi3iH KaJIBIITACTBIPATHIH JUCKYPCTHIK-
HOPMATHUBTIK KYPBUIBIM PETiH/E KbI3MET eTe/li IeTeH KOPHITHIH/IBI JKacalabl.

Kinm coe30ep: Tsaubcs, KeitaiinapH cascn ¢unocoduscel, KeITaliIbIH CBIPTKBI cascaTbl, QJIEMJIK TOPTIIL,
IUIUIOMATHSUTBIK — 3aHAACTHIPY, aJaM3aTTBIH OPTaK TaFdbIphl KaybIMOACTHIFBI, JkahaHABIK Oackapy,
HOPMATHBTIK TopTi, KpITallopTabIK 9JEeMIIK TOPTIM, HACOIOTHSIIBIK PEKOHCTPYKIIHSL.
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B03p0>K11eHne KOHIECIIINHU «Tanbea» B HCTOpH‘{eCKOﬁ MEPCIEKTUBE:
HICOJOTHYECCKad PEKOHCTPYKIHUA U JTUINVIOMATHYCCKaA JeruTUMallus
KHTalCKOro BUJICHUSI MUPOBOT0 INOPAIKA

CraTbsd IOCBSILEHAa HCCIECAOBAaHUIO TOTO, KaKk TpaJuLIMOHHAs KuTaiickas konuenuus TsHbcsa («Bcé moa
HeOecaMn») MEpPEeOCMBICIHBACTCSI B COBPEMEHHOM MONUTHYeCKOW MbIciu Kutas u ucmois3yercst BO
BHEIIHETIOMUTHYIECKOM JHUCKypce. Lledb mccneoBaHust COCTOUT B TOM, YTOOBI ONPEAENUTh, KAKUM 00pa3oM
9Ta KJIacCHYecKas MopanbHO-(miIocodckas uaes ObLla aganTHPOBaHA K COBPEMEHHBIM MEXXTyHapOIHBIM
peanusiM 1 IpeBpaTHiIach B OJJUH U3 HOPMATHBHBIX HHCTPYMEHTOB, IIOCPEACTBOM KOTOPBIX 00OCHOBBIBAETCSI
KUTalCKOe BHJICHHE MHPOBOIO MOpPAAKA. MeTOM0JI0rH4ecKyl0 OCHOBY pabOThl COCTaBISIIOT HCTOPHKO-
¢unocopckuil aHanu3, CpaBHUTEIBHOE MCCIEIOBAHME PA3IMYHBIX MOJENEH MHUPOYCTPOWCTBA, a TaKxke
KAueCTBEHHBIH JUCKYPCHUBHBIH aHAIM3 TPYAOB COBPEMEHHBIX KHTAWCKHX HCCIeqoBaTeliel, opUINaIbHBIX
JIOKYMEHTOB U IPOTrpaMMHBIX BblcTyruleHHH pykoBoacTtBa KHP. IlpoBenéHHbIil aHanu3 mokasblBaeT, 4To
COBpEMEeHHas HHTepnpeTanys TSHBCS He MpeoiaraeT BO3BPAICHHS K TPaJUIIOHHON HMIIEPCKOH CHCTEME.
Hampotus, peub HAET O MEpEOCMBICICHUM OTAEIbHBIX AJIEMEHTOB KIIACCHUECKOM KOHUENIMH C Y4ETOM
COBPEMEHHBIX MONUTHYECKHX YCIOBHII W TJIOOATBHBIX BBI30BOB. [IpM 3TOM aKmEHT MEPeHOCHTCS C
MepapXW4decKod OpraHW3allil MHpa Ha HISH B3aUMOCBSI3aHHOCTH TOCYJapCcTB, TapMOHHYHOTO
COCYILIECTBOBAHUS, OOIIEro pa3BUTHs, B3aMMHOW BBIFOABI M KOJUICKTUBHOHW OTBETCTBEHHOCTH 32 peEIlICHHE
riIo0anbHEIX MpobieM. BMecTe ¢ TeM MONHOCTBIO OTKa3aThCs OT TPAJUIMOHHOW JOTMKHM He ynaéres. B
COBpPEMEHHOI TpakToBKe TSAHBCS COXPaHSAIOTCS 3JEMEHThl HOPMAaTHBHOM HepapxuM, Nockonbky Kuraii
paccmaTpuBaeTcs Kak rocyaapcTBO, CIIOCOOHOE MpeasaraTh LEHHOCTHBIE OPUEHTHUPHI M KOHIENTyaJlbHbIe
MOAXOABl K pedopMHpOBAaHHMIO CHCTEMBI TJI00ANBHOTO yIpaBieHus. HaydHas HOBH3HA HCCIIETOBAaHHS
3aKITI0YAeTCs] B KOMIUIEKCHOM DAacCMOTPEHUM KOHIENIUHU TSHBCS Ha TPEX B3aMMOCBS3aHHBIX YPOBHAX:
KJTACCHYECKOH (MIOCOPCKON TpaauIliK, COBPEMEHHBIX aKaJeMHIECKHX HWHTEpIpeTanuii U O(QHIHAIEHOTO
IUIioMarudeckoro auckypea Kuraiickoit Hapomnoit PecryOnmuku. Takoil moaxoj MO3BOJISET MPOCIEAUTH
IIPEEeMCTBEHHOCTh MEXAY HCTOPHUYECKHUM COAEp’KaHHEM KOHLENIMU U €€ COBPEeMEHHOH MOJIMTHYECKOU
MHTEpIpeTalueil, a TAakKe BBIIBUTh MEXaHU3MBl aIalTAllIK TPAAULMOHHOTO UHTEIUICKTYalIbHOTO HacleAus K
3anauaM BHemHeil monutuku Kuras. CpenaH BBIBOJ, YTO B COBPEMEHHBIX YCIOBUAX TSHBCS BBICTyNAeT
IpeXIe BCEro Kak JHCKyPCHBHO-HOPMATHBHAsh KOHCTPYKLHs, (OPMHPYIOLIas IIEHHOCTHYIO OCHOBY
KHTaliCKOrO0 MOAXOJa K MHPOBOMY MOpPSAIKY, a HE Kak 3aBepHIICHHAs HMHCTUTYIHOHATbHAs MOJENb
OpTaHM3aIUH MEX/IYHApPOIHBIX OTHOIICHHI.

Kniouesvie cnoea: TsHbCs, kuTaiickas monuTHdeckas Quiocodus, BHEMHSS nonutuka Kuras, MupoBoi
MOPSAIOK, JUIUIOMAaTHYEeCKasl JIETUTUMAIMS, COOOIIECTBO E€IMHOH CyIbOBI UeloBeYecTBa, TITI00AIBHOE
yOpaBieHHe, HOPMAaTHBHBIH  IOPSAOK, CHHOLEHTPUYHBIM  MHUPOBOH  MOPSAOK,  MIEOJIOTHYECKas
PEKOHCTPYKLHUS.
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Revival of the «Tianxia» Concept in...

Introduction

The contemporary transformation of the world order is accompanied by a crisis in the universality of
Western concepts of international relations and a growing interest in non-Western intellectual traditions. In
this context, China is not only expanding its economic and political presence but also seeking to strengthen
its own capacity to formulate norms, concepts, and visions of a just international order. One of the most
significant intellectual resources in this process has become the concept of Tianxia — «All under Heaveny.

Tianxia simultaneously refers to ancient Chinese cosmology, political philosophy, historical practices of
imperial governance, and modern debates about the global order. It is precisely the polysemy of the concept
that makes it attractive for modern ideological reconstruction. It allows for linking the Chinese civilizational
tradition with pressing issues of global governance, including the deficit of international coordination, great
power competition, climate change, uneven development, and the crisis of trust in international institutions.

However, directly equating the classical Tianxia, the philosophical theory of Zhao Tingyang, and the
official foreign policy line of the PRC is methodologically incorrect. These levels are connected but do not
coincide. Classical Tianxia was part of a hierarchical imperial order; modern Tianxia theory is an academic
reconstruction; the official discourse of the PRC utilizes certain motifs of the tradition but articulates them
through modern categories of sovereignty, development, multilateralism, and a community with a shared
future for mankind.

The research question of the article is formulated as follows: how has the traditional concept of Tianxia
been reinterpreted and integrated into contemporary Chinese foreign policy discourse to legitimize China's
role in shaping the world order?

The main hypothesis is that the modern revival of Tianxia represents a selective ideological
reconstruction. During this reconstruction, historically hierarchical elements of the concept are partially
neutralized, while its universalist and relational components are used to justify a more inclusive model of
global governance. However, simultaneously, a soft hierarchy is maintained: China acts not as a formal
imperial center, but as a source of normative initiatives, economic connectivity, and civilizational leadership.

The scientific novelty of the study lies in three propositions. First, a clear distinction is made between
classical Tianxia, modern academic theory, and official diplomatic discourse. Second, the mechanisms of
ideological transformation are identified: universalization, selective forgetting, discursive bridging, and
institutionalization. Third, the dual nature of modern Tianxia is demonstrated: it serves both as a critique of
the state-centric order and as a means of legitimizing China's central role.

Materials and Methods

The source base comprises classical texts of Chinese philosophy in modern academic editions; the
works of Zhao Tingyang, Qin Yaqing, Yan Xuetong, and Gan Chunsong; as well as party and state
documents of the PRC: the report to the 20™ National Congress of the CPC, the CPC Constitution, the PRC
Constitution, and official formulations of the concept of a community with a shared future for mankind. Such
a corpus allows for tracing the transition from philosophical idea to political language, but it does not
provide grounds to automatically consider all PRC initiatives as direct embodiments of Tianxia. Therefore,
the article distinguishes between intellectual community, discursive borrowing, and political
instrumentalization.

The research is based on an interdisciplinary approach that integrates the history of political thought,
international relations theory, and foreign policy discourse analysis.

Historical-philosophical analysis is used to reconstruct the original content of Tianxia in the pre-Qin
and imperial traditions. Its task is not to provide a complete history of the concept, but to identify those
elements that later became the resource for modern ideological adaptation: universalism, moral legitimacy,
relationality, hierarchy, and the perception of the world as an integral political space.

Comparative analysis is applied to contrast Tianxia and the Westphalian model not as opposites of
«harmony» and «conflict», but as distinct principles of political legitimacy. The Westphalian system relies
on territorial sovereignty, the legal equality of states, and formalized institutions. Historically, Tianxia was
predicated on a moral-civilizational hierarchy, mutual obligations between the center and the periphery, and
the perception of the world as a unified normative space.

Qualitative discourse analysis aims to identify the semantic links between modern academic
interpretations of Tianxia and official concepts of Chinese foreign policy. The analytical categories include:
«harmony without uniformity», «common developmenty, «mutual benefit», «absence of the external order»,
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«community with shared future for mankind», «rejection of hegemony», «multilateralism», and
«civilizational diversity».

Results

Tianxia as a Historical-Philosophical Model

Moral-Cosmological Foundations

The contemporary revival of the concept of Tianxia («All under Heaven») cannot be fully understood
without considering its historical evolution within the Chinese political and philosophical tradition. Although
today the concept is frequently associated with debates on China's vision of global governance, its
intellectual origins date back more than three millennia and are deeply rooted in the political culture of
ancient China.

The earliest understanding of Tianxia emerged during the Western Zhou period (1046-771 BCE), when
it functioned as a cosmological and political principle defining the legitimate organization of the known
world [1]. At that time, political authority derived from the doctrine of the Mandate of Heaven (Tianming),
according to which the ruler governed as the Son of Heaven (Tianzi) [2]. Consequently, Tianxia did not
simply denote a geographical territory but represented a universal moral and political order encompassing all
civilized peoples. Membership in this order depended less on territorial boundaries than on cultural
affiliation and recognition of a common normative system. Political legitimacy was therefore understood
primarily as an ethical rather than coercive phenomenon [3].

Confucian political philosophy further developed this understanding by placing moral virtue at the
center of governance. According to Confucian thought, the stability of political order depended on the ruler's
ability to govern through ethical example rather than military coercion [4]. In this framework, surrounding
polities were expected to acknowledge the authority of the imperial center voluntarily because of its moral
superiority [5]. Consequently, the classical Tianxia worldview differed fundamentally from the modern
Westphalian conception of international relations. Instead of sovereign equality among states, it envisioned a
hierarchically organized political community in which relationships between the center and the periphery
were structured through ritual obligations, cultural affinity, and reciprocal responsibilities.

During the imperial period, these philosophical principles gradually acquired an institutional dimension
through the tributary system. Contrary to frequent interpretations portraying it as a mechanism of territorial
domination, the tributary order functioned primarily as a diplomatic framework regulating political
recognition, commercial exchanges, and interstate communication. Neighboring states generally retained
their domestic autonomy while symbolically acknowledging the superior status of the Chinese emperor.
Thus, imperial Tianxia should be understood less as an empire in the territorial sense than as a civilization-
centered model of regional order founded upon political hierarchy and cultural legitimacy [6].

The nineteenth century marked a decisive turning point in the evolution of the concept. Following the
Opium Wars and China's incorporation into the Westphalian international system, the traditional worldview
based on hierarchical universalism gradually gave way to the principles of sovereign equality, fixed
territorial borders, and international legal reciprocity. Throughout much of the twentieth century, Tianxia
largely disappeared from political discourse and survived mainly as a historical and philosophical category.
During the Maoist period, China's foreign policy was instead framed by Marxist-Leninist ideology,
revolutionary internationalism, and anti-imperialist narratives rather than classical political philosophy.

Renewed scholarly and political interest in Tianxia emerged only in the early twenty-first century,
coinciding with China's growing economic capabilities and expanding international influence. This revival
reflected not merely an attempt to rediscover traditional philosophical thought but also a broader search for
indigenous theoretical foundations capable of explaining China's role in an evolving international order.
Among contemporary Chinese scholars, Zhao Tingyang has offered the most influential reinterpretation of
Tianxia, conceptualizing it as a normative model of global governance rather than a historical description of
imperial institutions. His approach shifts the analytical focus from sovereign states to the world as a single
political community whose stability depends upon inclusiveness, shared responsibility, and the reconciliation
of competing interests. In contrast to the ancient hierarchical order, the contemporary interpretation does not
advocate the restoration of imperial institutions but proposes an alternative normative framework for
managing global interdependence.

Nevertheless, the modern revival of Tianxia remains the subject of considerable academic debate.
Chinese scholars generally interpret the concept as an intellectual resource for constructing a more inclusive
model of international governance that emphasizes cooperation, mutual benefit, and civilizational dialogue.
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Western scholars, by contrast, often question whether the universalist language of Tianxia conceals a revised
form of Sino-centric political hierarchy. William A. Callahan, for example, argues that contemporary
interpretations of Tianxia should be understood not only as philosophical reflection but also as normative
projects articulating China's preferred vision of the world order. From this perspective, the concept performs
both an ideational and a political function by contributing to the international legitimation of China's
expanding global role.

This divergence of interpretation suggests that Tianxia should neither be reduced to an historical relic
nor viewed exclusively as an ideological instrument of contemporary Chinese diplomacy. Rather, it
represents an evolving political concept whose meaning has continuously adapted to changing historical
contexts. While preserving the traditional aspiration for a universal and harmonious order, its contemporary
reinterpretation incorporates the realities of globalization, economic interdependence, and multipolarity. For
this reason, Tianxia increasingly serves as one of the principal intellectual foundations through which
contemporary China articulates its vision of international order and justifies its expanding participation in
global governance [7].

Imperial Institutionalization and the Problem of Hierarchy

After the unification of China under the Qin and Han dynasties, Tianxia transformed from a
predominantly moral-philosophical ideal into the basis of imperial political legitimation. The emperor,
regarded as the Son of Heaven, occupied a central position in the cosmological and political order. A
centralized bureaucracy, an administrative system, and the standardization of laws and measures provided
the practical institutionalization of this order [8].

In its external dimension, Tianxia upheld the image of China as a civilizational center. Tributary
relations, investiture, diplomatic exchange, and trade created a concentric structure of interaction with
neighboring political entities. This system was not reduced exclusively to coercion, nor was it entirely
voluntary or egalitarian. It combined cultural influence, material incentives, symbolic subordination, and,
when necessary, military force.

Therefore, the juxtaposition of «peaceful Tianxia» and «violent Western colonialismy» is overly
simplified. Historical Tianxia contained its own forms of political and cultural hierarchy. Its difference from
European colonialism lay rather in a different structure of legitimation: not in formal territorial sovereignty
and colonial administration, but in the recognition of a civilizational center, ritual dependence, and moral
superiority.

This contradictory legacy is of fundamental importance for modernity. It explains why Tianxia can be
simultaneously interpreted as a resource for universalism and as a potential form of Sinocentrism.

Modern Academic Reconstruction of Tianxia

The Theory of Zhao Tingyang

The most systematic modern interpretation was proposed by Zhao Tingyang. In his work «The Tianxia
System» he considers the world, rather than the national state, as the primary unit of political analysis [9]. In
his view, the Westphalian system is capable of regulating relations between states but does not create a
genuine world political community. Global problems remain «external» to national interests, and thus states
lack sufficient incentives to solve them jointly.

Zhao identifies three principles of modern Tianxia. The first is «the absence of the external»: all peoples
and territories should be viewed as internal participants in a unified world order. The second is relational
rationality, according to which the stability of relationships and the minimization of mutual harm are more
important than unilateral maximization of benefits. The third is Confucian improvement, suggesting that a
political decision should bring positive outcomes to all participants.

The strength of this concept lies in its critique of methodological individualism and state-centric logic.
However, its weakness lies in the ambiguity of its institutional mechanism. It is unclear who establishes the
common norms, how compliance is ensured, and how the moral center is prevented from morphing into a
political hegemony. Therefore, Zhao's theory represents primarily a normative philosophy and intellectual
experiment, rather than a ready-made blueprint for a world constitution.

Relational Theory and Moral Realism

Qin Yagqing's relational theory complements the modern reconstruction of Tianxia by treating relations
and processes as the primary elements of international reality [10]. Unlike approaches based on predefined
and autonomous actors, relational theory emphasizes that identities and interests are formed in the process of
interaction. This aligns with the logic of Tianxia, in which order is built not only on formal institutions but
also on stable relations and mutual obligations.
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Yan Xuetong, developing moral realism, emphasizes the importance of political leadership and strategic
authority [11]. His theory is closer to the realist tradition and is not identical to Tianxia; however, it also
draws on classical Chinese thought to explain contemporary international politics. Collectively, these
approaches demonstrate the formation of a Chinese theoretical space in which morality, relations, and
leadership are treated as independent categories of the world order.

It is important, however, not to amalgamate these into a single official doctrine. They differ in their
objects of analysis, normative foundations, and attitudes toward power. Their significance for PRC foreign
policy lies primarily in expanding the intellectual vocabulary through which China can articulate its own
visions of the international order.

Discussion

From Political Philosophy to Official Foreign Policy: Competing Interpretations of Tianxia

The reinterpretation of Tianxia as a component of China's contemporary foreign policy discourse has
become one of the central issues in current debates on Chinese political thought and international relations.
Although there is broad agreement that the concept has undergone substantial transformation, scholars
disagree over the nature and purpose of this process. Zhao Tingyang regards the revival of Tianxia as an
attempt to reconstruct the normative foundation of Chinese political philosophy in response to the challenges
of global governance beyond the Westphalian paradigm [12]. Callahan, by contrast, interprets the renewed
appeal to Tianxia less as a philosophical project than as a discursive strategy that legitimizes China's
preferred vision of international order and its expanding global role [13]. Qin Yaqing offers a different
perspective, emphasizing relationality and coexistence rather than hierarchy as the defining characteristics of
the Chinese approach to international politics [14].

The analysis presented in this article suggests that each of these interpretations captures an important
dimension of the contemporary revival of Tianxia, yet none fully explains the way in which the concept has
been translated from classical political philosophy into the language of official diplomacy. Rather than
representing either a straightforward continuation of the traditional worldview or a purely instrumental
political narrative, the contemporary reinterpretation is shaped through a combination of contemporary
discursive practices.

One of the most significant of these practices is universalization. Concepts that originally referred to the
Mandate of Heaven, the ruler's moral authority, and China's civilizational centrality are reformulated as
universal principles of shared security, common development, and global responsibility. This tendency
broadly supports Zhao Tingyang's argument that elements of classical Chinese thought have been
reinterpreted to address contemporary global challenges [12]. At the same time, the present analysis indicates
that the transformation extends beyond philosophical reinterpretation. The political function of Tianxia has
also changed, enabling the concept to operate within the normative vocabulary of contemporary international
relations rather than within the hierarchical framework from which it originated.

An equally important feature of this transformation is selective reinterpretation. Official discourse
largely omits notions historically associated with the tributary order, the distinction between the Chinese and
non-Chinese worlds, and the privileged position of the Son of Heaven. Instead, Chinese diplomatic
documents consistently emphasize harmony, mutual benefit, civilizational diversity, and opposition to
hegemonism. These observations only partially confirm Western interpretations that regard Tianxia primarily
as a reformulated expression of Sino-centric hierarchy [13]. While the historical logic of hierarchy remains
relevant for understanding Tianxia, it is largely absent from the explicit language through which
contemporary Chinese diplomacy presents itself.

A third mechanism may be described as discursive bridging. Rather than reproducing the vocabulary of
classical political philosophy, official discourse links selected Tianxia principles with contemporary concepts
such as the Community with a Shared Future for Mankind, «harmony without uniformity» and «extensive
consultation, joint contribution, and shared benefits». Such conceptual linkage creates a sense of historical
continuity without preserving the institutional structure of the traditional Tianxia system. Continuity
therefore exists primarily at the level of normative ideas, whereas the institutional and political context has
been fundamentally redefined.

The final mechanism is institutionalization. Once the concept of a Community with a Shared Future for
Mankind was incorporated into the Constitution of the Communist Party of China in 2017 [15] and
subsequently into the Constitution of the People's Republic of China in 2018 [16], it acquired the status of an
officially endorsed principle of Chinese foreign policy rather than remaining a political slogan or academic
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proposition. This process was reinforced in the report delivered at the Twentieth National Congress of the
Communist Party of China, where the concept was explicitly embedded within the country's broader
diplomatic strategy [17]. The institutionalization of these ideas demonstrates that the contemporary
reconstruction of Tianxia is no longer confined to academic debate. It has become an integral element of
China's official foreign policy discourse, providing an ideological framework through which the country's
international role is increasingly articulated.

Community with a Shared Future for Mankind as the Normative Link

Whether the concept of a Community with a Shared Future for Mankind should be regarded as a
contemporary expression of Tianxia remains one of the most contested issues in the literature. Chinese
scholars generally interpret the concept as a practical extension of traditional Chinese political philosophy
and as evidence of the continuing relevance of Tianxia to contemporary global governance [12]. Many
Western authors, however, dispute this interpretation, arguing that the modern concept differs fundamentally
from its historical predecessor because it explicitly accepts sovereign equality and operates within the
institutional framework of the existing international system rather than seeking to replace it [13].

The evidence examined in this study suggests that both perspectives capture important aspects of the
relationship but neither fully explains it. The concept of a Community with a Shared Future for Mankind
should not be viewed as a direct continuation of classical Tianxia. Instead, it functions as a normative link
through which selected philosophical principles are reformulated for contemporary diplomatic practice. Ideas
of interconnectedness, harmony, and collective responsibility remain central, whereas the hierarchical
institutional logic of the historical Tianxia order is deliberately excluded. What is preserved, therefore, is not
the traditional political structure itself but its normative orientation toward an integrated vision of
international order.

Diplomatic Initiatives: Between Normative Continuity and Political Practice

A similar debate concerns the relationship between Tianxia and China's major international initiatives.
Some Chinese scholars interpret the Belt and Road Initiative, the Shanghai Cooperation Organization,
BRICS, the Global Development Initiative, the Global Security Initiative, and the Global Civilization
Initiative as practical expressions of Tianxia-inspired principles. Other researchers adopt a more cautious
position, emphasizing that these initiatives differ considerably in their institutional arrangements, strategic
objectives, and patterns of participation, making it difficult to regard them as components of a single political
project.

The findings presented here are closer to the latter interpretation. None of these initiatives represents an
institutional embodiment of Tianxia in the historical sense. Nevertheless, they share a common normative
orientation that emphasizes connectivity, dialogue, inclusiveness, and collective development. Taken
together, these initiatives reinforce China's self-presentation as a supporter of a more pluralistic international
order while simultaneously strengthening the legitimacy of its expanding international role.

At the same time, the normative aspirations reflected in official discourse should not obscure the
political and economic realities within which these initiatives operate. Their implementation is shaped by
differences in economic capacity, bargaining power, and national priorities. As a result, the rhetoric of
harmony and mutual benefit coexists with structural asymmetries that influence the distribution of costs,
benefits, and political influence. This suggests that contemporary Chinese diplomacy combines an inclusive
normative discourse with forms of soft hierarchy that emerge not through formal political domination but
through unequal capabilities and asymmetric interdependence.

Main Contradictions of the Contemporary Reconstruction of Tianxia

Despite the growing interest in Tianxia as a possible conceptual foundation for China's vision of global
order, its contemporary reconstruction remains characterized by several unresolved tensions. These
contradictions reflect the difficulty of adapting a historically specific political-philosophical tradition to the
institutional and normative environment of modern international relations.

One of the central tensions concerns the relationship between universal aspirations and cultural
particularity. Chinese scholars often emphasize the universal relevance of Tianxia as a philosophy based on
harmony, interconnectedness, and shared responsibility [9, 18]. At the same time, the conceptual foundations
of the idea remain closely associated with Chinese intellectual history, Confucian ethics, and a particular
understanding of political legitimacy [3, 8]. This creates a fundamental question regarding whether a concept
rooted in one civilizational tradition can acquire genuinely universal significance without imposing specific
cultural assumptions on other societies [13, 19].
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Another important contradiction emerges from the coexistence of the principles of equality and
hierarchy. Contemporary Chinese diplomatic discourse consistently emphasizes sovereign equality, respect
for civilizational diversity, and opposition to hegemonic practices [17, 20]. However, China simultaneously
occupies the position of the main initiator of many global initiatives, the producer of key conceptual
frameworks, and one of the principal sources of their material support [21]. Such asymmetry does not
reproduce the historical tributary system, which was based on formal recognition of imperial superiority, but
it nevertheless creates unequal structures of influence. In this respect, the analysis partially corresponds with
Callahan's argument that contemporary interpretations of Tianxia may contain elements of Sino-centric
political imagination [13].

A further tension concerns the relationship between moral authority and institutional effectiveness.
Classical Tianxia was based primarily on the idea that legitimate order emerges from ethical leadership and
the ability of the center to maintain harmony [8]. Modern global governance, however, requires more than
normative appeal: it depends on legal frameworks, institutional mechanisms, accountability procedures, and
agreed rules of interaction. Therefore, moral legitimacy alone cannot guarantee the effectiveness and stability
of international governance [22].

The final contradiction relates to the difference between China's self-representation of Tianxia and its
external interpretation. Within Chinese political discourse, the concept is presented as an inclusive
framework promoting mutual benefit, cooperation, and peaceful coexistence. Outside China, however, some
scholars and policymakers continue to view it with caution, interpreting its universalist language as
potentially reflecting a renewed form of civilizational centrality. This divergence demonstrates that the
international legitimacy of Tianxia depends not only on the coherence of China's normative discourse but
also on the extent to which other actors perceive themselves as genuine participants in shaping the emerging
order.

Thus, the findings of this study do not support either of the two dominant interpretations of
contemporary Tianxia: the optimistic view that presents it as a complete alternative to the existing
international system, or the skeptical view that reduces it to a rhetorical instrument of Chinese foreign policy.
A more balanced interpretation considers Tianxia as an evolving normative framework situated between
historical continuity and political adaptation. Its contemporary significance lies precisely in this dual
character: it functions simultaneously as a reinterpretation of China's political-philosophical heritage, a
source of diplomatic legitimacy, and a conceptual instrument for articulating a particular vision of a
pluralistic world order.

Conclusions

The modern revival of Tianxia represents a complex process of historical, theoretical, and political
reconstruction. The classical concept combined cosmology, moral legitimacy, and hierarchical order. In
modern academic thought, it has been reconceptualized as a critique of the state-centric system and as a
blueprint for a world based on interdependence and relational rationality. In the official foreign policy
discourse of the PRC, selected motifs of Tianxia have found expression through the concept of a community
with a shared future for mankind and the language of harmony, joint development, and civilizational
diversity.

The study confirms the proposed hypothesis: modern Tianxia is not a restoration of the imperial model.
It is a selective ideological reconstruction in which historical hierarchy is attenuated, and universalist
elements are utilized to legitimize a more active role for China in global governance. At the same time, a soft
hierarchy persists, as China acts as the primary initiator of normative concepts and the material center for a
significant portion of related initiatives.

Tianxia should be viewed primarily as a discursive-normative framework, rather than as a finalized
institutional alternative to the Westphalian system. Its significance lies in broadening the intellectual space of
international relations and raising the question of the feasibility of a world order based not only on
sovereignty and the balance of power but also on mutual responsibility. Its limitations include the ambiguity
of procedures, the problem of external perception, and the risk of universalism turning into Sinocentrism.

Prospects for further research involve empirical testing of how the discourse of Tianxia and the
community with a shared future is perceived outside China. Of particular importance are interviews, analysis
of official documents of partner states, and comparative case studies in Central Asia, Southeast Asia, Africa,
and the Global South. This will help determine whether Tianxia is truly becoming a Chinese method of
describing the country's global role.
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