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The Paradox of Tianxia Co-existence:

What Is “All Under Heaven”? Where Lies Its Surplus?
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Abstract

This paper asks: How does the vision of tianxia constitute a spatial order? Why does an
irreducible tension persist between tianxia and co-existence? Can the perspective of “surplus”
(yu) provide a critical point of departure?

It argues that fianxia is fundamentally a question of perspective—a vision both
grounded in and exceeding the world. To “rule all-under-heaven” is to produce a shifting
cartographic horizon through war, annexation, and techniques of governance. Its changing
boundaries testify to a long history of territorial struggle and the violence inherent in
governance; each frontier shift is enacted through concrete and often brutal operations.
Chinese history thus unfolds as a fluctuating curve shaped by cycles of expansion and
contraction, interethnic contestation, and broader world-historical forces. The phrase zhai zi
Zhongguo (“to dwell in the center of the realm”) marks an irreducible thanatopography—a
terrain inscribed by death.

This paper begins by drawing on Carl Schmitt’s analysis of the nomos of the earth to
argue that “law” entails the ordering of space, necessarily involving processes of land
appropriation, distribution, and production. It then proposes that the traditional Chinese
conception of tianxia offers a perspective that illuminates the operative mechanism
underlying such territorial contestation.

Second, engaging the arguments of Zhao Ting-yang, the paper examines how the
tianxia order unfolds a dynamic topology of territorial expansion, asking: from what
standpoint is the tianxia vision constituted? How are its boundaries delineated? How is its
spatial order distributed? It argues that “China” is never a fixed entity but is constantly
shifting; it is not singular but plural—this “one” is never the same “one.”

Third, returning to history, the paper analyzes how the political theology of tianxia
takes form: how “dwelling in this China” (zhai zi Zhongguo) is displaced and enacted
through material conditions; what costs accompany territorial transformation; and what
institutional mechanisms sustain order. It argues that the expansion of the tianxia empire
bears a distinctly colonial character. Engaging the works of Ge Zhao-guang, Wang Hui, Du
Zheng-sheng, and Xu Cheng-gang, the paper highlights both the colonial nature and material
foundations of fianxia expansion. The shifting contours of its territorial map constitute a
brutal topography of expansion: /i (ritual) operates as a cultural strategy for stabilizing
hierarchy and enforcing assimilation, while xing (punishment) invariably accompanies /i,
manifesting through military force and disciplinary control to demarcate spheres of power.

Fourth, the paper turns to the twenty-first century, examining how political rhetorics
such as “One Family under Heaven” and “harmonious co-existence,” together with the Belt
and Road Initiative, extend a new tianxia formation. It asks why, at the infrastructural level of
this digital tianxia, grid-style governance reactivates the logic of the premodern baojia
system.

Finally, drawing on the late Ming thinker Fang Yi-zhi’s reflections on wulun (a
discourse on things) and the notion of “surplus” (yu), the paper proposes a shift in
perspective. In contrast to the expansive and materializing vision of tianxia, yu offers a
critical vantage point from which to apprehend its limits and the obscured zones it produces,
thereby opening a space for rethinking co-existence.
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