
Intellectual Background

The idea of tianxia ( ) has never been rigorously defined, but among mod-
ern scholars the primary dispute is  whether it refers to a culturally specific 
realm without set po liti cal bound aries, or rather primarily to China. Thus, 
based largely on his study of Qing China, Joseph Levenson argued that tianxia 
primarily indicated “a regime of value,” which he defined in opposition to a po-
liti cal unit, guo ( ), that is, a state. Examining earlier periods, Morris Rossabi 
posited roughly the same distinctions, and for approximately the same period 
Peter Bol argued that tianxia should be defined as society in opposition to guo 
as state.1 On the other hand, the authors of modern Chinese dictionaries such 
as Cihai ( ) and Hanyu da cidian ( ) assert that tianxia was a 
po liti cal unit essentially synonymous with Zhongguo (the  middle states ), 
with only a secondary sense of “the larger world” or “civilized world.” This is not a 
quibble,  because for  these and related authors the definition of the term is linked 
to the prob lem of China’s modern entrance into the world of nation- states, and 
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the relation of the Chinese nation to the earlier po liti cal forms that existed in 
the area the country now occupies. Light can be shed on this question not only 
by examining the functioning of the term in the late imperial period but also 
by studying the origins of the concept and the nature of the po liti cal entity to 
which it was applied.

The term “tianxia” as a major category of Chinese thought appears in po-
liti cal discourse relatively late in antiquity, not figuring prominently  until the 
emergence of the Zuo zhuan ( ) and, to a lesser extent, the Lun yu ( ).2 
Although both texts evolved over time and neither can be precisely dated, this 
would suggest that the concept was not prominent prior to the fourth  century 
bce, that is, the early Warring States period. The term has not been found in the 
surviving corpus of Zhou bronzes and scarcely appears in the Shi jing ( ) 
and the reliably early chapters of the Shang shu ( ). Even  these few early 
occurrences do not seem to be an established compound, but simply an abbre-
viated form of the fuller tian zhi xia ( ). The phrase in both forms seems 
to have referred to the territory ruled directly by the Zhou king (in his capacity 
as tianzi ), and even to have referred to a smaller territory when the power 
of the king declined.

In the Zuo zhuan, the term begins to achieve some prominence, appearing 
four times in the first half of the text and no less than eigh teen times in the 
second half. For most of the text the usage supports Levenson’s  later generaliza-
tion, featuring frequently in phrases indicating that a certain type of be hav ior 
would be  either praised or condemned by “all  under heaven,” which in the con-
text clearly indicates the part of the world that shares the values of the Zhou 
elite. In some cases, mostly  later in the text, the term has a po liti cal meaning, 
referring to a realm that might be occupied and held. This usage comes largely 
from speakers from the southern state of Chu in discussions about the pos-
sibility of Chu’s occupying the old Zhou realm. It also serves as what could be 
described as a term of “politicized culture,” in which tianxia as the Zhou realm 
is specifically contrasted with the territory of the Rong ( ) or Di ( )  peoples. 
Both  these po liti cal and cultural senses also figure in the Lun yu, but the term 
appears more frequently than in the Zuo zhuan (dramatically so in relation to 
the relative brevity of the Lun yu) and most often in the sense of a realm that 
could be possessed and ruled. This realm, as in the earlier texts, was essentially 
the core Zhou states, and most references to it being possessed or ruled attri-
bute this ability to the ancient sages. In contrast, the pres ent day is marked by 
the absence of a single ruler over all  under heaven.

This shift  toward a po liti cal sense continued into the  later fourth  century 
bce. In the core chapters of the Mozi ( ), which prob ably date from this 
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period, the term “tianxia” appears more than four hundred times, even though 
the Mozi is only two and a half times the length of the Lun yu and much 
shorter than the Zuo zhuan. In the Mozi, “all  under heaven” is treated pri-
marily as a po liti cal unit, functioning routinely as the object of verbs such as 
“possess” ( you ), “rule” (zhi ), or “be a king over” (wang ). However, in 
contrast to the Lun yu, the Mozi not only cites the ancient sages but also indi-
cates that any true ruler, including  those of the pres ent day, should unify and 
rule all  under heaven. As in the earlier texts, this po liti cal unit should share a 
common set of cultural ideals. Thus the chapter “Unifying Upward” (shang tong 

) elaborates the argument that tianxia should be united through the estab-
lishment of a single criterion of duty or propriety ( yi ). Similarly, the text’s 
repeated references to the “men of ser vice and gentlemen of tianxia” (tianxia 
zhi shi junzi ) imply that tianxia possesses a single cultural elite 
who should share common values. The Mozi also sometimes identifies tianxia 
as an economic unit whose resources must be protected or properly exploited 
by the ruler.

 Later Warring States philosophical texts such as the Mencius ( ), the 
Xunzi ( ), and the Han Feizi ( ) follow the Mozi in identifying 
tianxia as a territorial unit defined by common cultural ideals that would ide-
ally have a single ruler. While the cultural aspect of tianxia as a unit of value 
figures throughout this period, the sense of it as a po liti cal realm continues 
to predominate. Moreover, as theorized by the modern scholars cited above, 
tianxia is routinely defined in contrast to guo, with the latter invariably being 
a po liti cal subdivision of the former.3 The early difference between tianxia and 
guo was thus primarily one of scale rather than of kind. In this way it is clear 
that by the late Warring States period, as Yuri Pines has argued, tianxia was no 
longer simply a civilized world but also a potentially unified po liti cal realm, an 
imperium that transcended all existing state bound aries. It was first and fore-
most a place of po liti cal rule and only secondarily a regime of value or a norma-
tive society, as posited by Levenson and Bol for  later periods.4

This shift of emphasis from culture to politics reflects the changing nature 
of the po liti cal order at the end of the Spring and Autumn period and during 
the Warring States. This period was marked by the decline and disappearance 
of the old Zhou nobility, whose shared ritual practices as reflected in archaeo-
logical remains  were the clearest expression of the ideal of a world united by a 
common culture. (The same idea was also reflected in stories of poetic citation 
in diplomatic missions during the Spring and Autumn period that united a 
po liti cally divided world through the per for mance of a common literary cul-
ture.)5 As this old order was replaced by extended, ruler- centered states formed 
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through universal military ser vice and bureaucratic administration, the idea 
emerged that po liti cal rule extending across an ever larger and larger space, 
rather than any common elite cultural practice, was the basis for achieving 
a stable and enduring order. This ideal of peace through politics made sense 
only within a vision of a world that could be ultimately united  under a single 
ruler. The diminution of appeals to culture was reinforced by the growing im-
portance of states such as Chu and Qin that increasingly denied, seemingly in 
contradiction to their  actual history, their strong cultural ties to the old Zhou 
order.6 However, a residual appeal to shared culture as a background to the 
ongoing po liti cal competition, and to a vision of a pos si ble  future world unity, 
was perpetuated through increasing economic links, mutual borrowing of po-
liti cal institutions, and the flow of diplomats, po liti cal aspirants, and scholars 
across state borders.

A final change in the sense of tianxia during the Warring States period, one 
that is central to the subsequent historical discussion in this chapter, is its geo-
graphic extension. The ideal of a united world as articulated in the Mozi’s 
chapters “Caring for Each and All” ( jian ai ) and “Unifying Upward” was 
universal, transcending the bound aries of the old Zhou realm. This is prob-
ably clearest in the text’s discussion of the sage Yu . When the text praises 
the sage for “bringing order to tianxia” by ending the  great flood, it describes 
how his  great work included the aliens on the fringes of Zhou civilization who 
benefited equally with the Xia  people of the  middle states. This discussion 
clearly sees Zhongguo as only one part of the broader, universal realm defined 
as tianxia.7

This extension of tianxia to include  peoples beyond the cultural limits of the 
Zhou realm may in part reflect the Mozi’s rejection of the traditional emphasis 
on ritual and on the cultural superiority of the Xia  people. At vari ous places in 
the text, the authors of the Mozi equate the claims to ritual superiority of the 
 middle states with other  people’s belief that cannibalism or the murder of first-
born sons is proper conduct.8 This shift  toward a nascent cultural relativism 
that made pos si ble the widening of sympathies and fellow feeling may well have 
partly reflected the increasing contact of subjects of the old Zhou realm with 
more distant  peoples.9 In par tic u lar, it may have been related to the increasingly 
impor tant role of the southeastern states of Wu and Yue as po liti cal actors, 
military innovators, and masters of certain technologies in the late Spring and 
Autumn and early Warring States periods.

What ever the grounds for the Mozi’s extension of tianxia to include more 
distant and exotic  peoples, this idea came to dominate philosophical discus-
sions of the question in the  later Warring States. One of the most striking ex-
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amples is the Gongyang Tradition (Gongyang zhuan ), which pioneered 
a clear dichotomy between the Chinese (huaxia ) and the barbarians ( yidi 

) but nevertheless describes a meeting in 576 bce between the envoys of 
the alien state of Wu from the southeast and representatives of a league from 
several of the  middle states in this way: “Why does [the Spring and Autumn 
Annals] emphasize a meeting with Wu? It considers Wu as external. What does 
‘external’ mean? The Spring and Autumn Annals considers its own state [Lu ] 
as internal and all the Xia as external, considers all the Xia as internal and the 
Yi and Di [ ] as external. But the Son of Heaven wants to unite tianxia, so 
how can he speak of  things in terms of internal and external? This simply means 
that he begins with what is close.”10

 Here the non- Xia  peoples are treated as relatively exterior and inferior, but 
they are still part of the tianxia that is ideally to be united  under a true Son of 
Heaven. Thus tianxia has come to include both what would be treated as the 
ancestral Chinese and the alien  peoples who lay outside the  middle kingdoms 
and the realm of Zhou culture. This or closely related ideas of a greatly extended 
state in which the majesty or virtue of the sage ruler extends to distant, alien 
 peoples figure throughout the philosophical texts of the late Warring States 
period.11 The term “tianxia” and related ideas come to function as the intellec-
tual anticipation of the vast multiethnic empire that would emerge out of the 
unification of the old Zhou realm and its neighboring  peoples.

Nor  were  these ideas of an empire limited to philosophical texts, for the 
stone inscriptions of the First Emperor incorporated the all- inclusive rhe toric 
of  these texts in proclaiming that his might reached to the very edges of the 
earth, specifically locating his mountain inscriptions at the “extremities” of 
the land and stating that his beneficence reached “wherever the sun and moon 
shine, and wherever boats and carriages carry their loads,” and  later extended 
this to include “wherever  human traces reach.”12 While Qin policies, such as 
building or connecting a “long wall” to the north, did not match  these claims 
of universal blessing, the occupation of the Ordos in the north and the push 
into the south did indicate a commitment to extending the geographic range of 
the state and drawing in distant  peoples as part of the desire to surpass earlier 
polities.13

The Early Han Empire as a Multiethnic Tianxia

Although the po liti cal phi los o phers of the late Warring States period developed 
a model of a polity defined by its vast extent and inclusion of alien  peoples, 
more recent Chinese writers have produced a very diff er ent vision of the early 

  

 
 

 



30   *   Lewis and Hsieh

imperial proj ect. The  grand narrative of China’s modern historiography depicts 
the Han state, established in 202 bce in East Asia, as a well- delineated block 
of  territory ruled by a  people called Chinese.  These Chinese  people fought 
along their northern border with another  people from the steppe called the 
Xiongnu and conquered  peoples in the Tarim Basin. The narrative also makes 
the unexamined assumption that  little change has occurred since that time, so 
that the Han Empire can be regarded as the prototype of modern China. It 
attributes at least two modern concepts to the East Asia of the second  century 
bce: one  people governs one state, and states are mutually exclusive in both 
po liti cal and ethnocultural terms. Consequently, this narrative assumes that 
both the core  people and the core region of the Han state can be treated as a 
coherent unit that remained largely unaffected by its interaction with outsid-
ers, and that this unit is fundamentally identical to the  later Chinese state. The 
late imperial adoption of “Han” as a rubric for the newly in ven ted ethnic group 
that supposedly defined a Chinese nation- state facilitated this conflation of the 
two realms.

Our research challenges this narrative and the ideology on which it is based, 
rejecting the received national narrative on two grounds. First, by conflating 
without question the organ izing princi ples of ancient empires with modern 
nation- states, we lose the capacity to fully explore the nature of the Han state 
and imperial power. Second, the modern narrative depends upon ignoring sub-
stantial amounts of material preserved in the two Han chronicles, Shi ji ( ) 
and Han shu ( ).

In this chapter, we aim to demonstrate that the Han Empire, and  those that 
followed it, was something quite diff er ent from a modern nation- state, and 
that the Han polity as an imperial form can be usefully analyzed in terms of the 
category tianxia. We analyze alliance strategies and resettlement policies that 
promoted imperial authority and secured the existence of the Han state for 
four centuries. We begin with the first  century of the Han, during which the 
state was transformed from a limited regional polity with multiple power cen-
ters to a cosmopolitan empire of multiple regions governed by one supreme 
ruler, something approximating the notion of tianxia. The Han court was able 
to strengthen its own position only by linking to the broader state- to- state net-
works in eastern Eurasia and incorporating diverse  peoples into its state struc-
ture. While the Han did this first to block the power- building strategies of its 
challengers, above all the subordinate kings, and then to achieve superiority 
over the Xiongnu ruler in the steppes and Central Asia, in  doing so it fashioned 
a vision of imperial authority that was multicultural and transregional. This 
definition of imperial authority  shaped the thinking of all  later state builders in 
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Chinese history and gave a specific po liti cal sense to the vague and moralizing 
notion of tianxia that had figured in po liti cal philosophy.

This chapter makes four major points. For about six de cades the Han 
 emperor operated in a triangular po liti cal network with the Xiongnu chanyu 
( , a peer emperor on the steppe) and with client kings in the Yellow River 
region. While  these lesser feudal kings allied with  either the Han emperor or 
the Xiongnu chanyu and occasionally switched sides, the two supreme rulers 
also negotiated alliances with each other against lesser kings in their respec-
tive spheres of power. The integration of steppe populations into the state was 
essential for the Han court to obtain new  human resources to realize military 
expansion into unfamiliar regions in eastern Eurasia. By having  peoples of var-
ied backgrounds participate in the highest governing elite group and the state 
structure, and using such  people to suppress their own ethnic peers, the Han 
defined the empire as a multicultural and cross- regional state that potentially 
incorporated all known  peoples, and in which shared ethnicity was of no sig-
nificance. Fi nally,  after examining in detail the crucial involvement of steppe 
 peoples in the early definition of the Han state, the chapter also quickly traces 
the pivotal impact of the reliance on steppe cavalry in the Eastern Han, the 
transformation of all the states that immediately followed the Han due to the 
dominance of steppe  peoples in the military sphere, and ultimately the indis-
pensable role of steppe  peoples within the po liti cal structure of subsequent em-
pires that emerged in what is now China.

A Limited Power in the Yellow River and Yangtze River Regions  
(ca. 200–140 bce)

From around 200 to 140 bce, the Han was a limited state that strug gled to 
secure its existence in the Yellow River, and to a lesser extent the Yangtze River, 
regions. The Han emperor faced two major challengers: the Xiongnu chanyu 
on the steppe and the subordinate kings in the east. Two phenomena  were cru-
cial in the dynamics of collaboration and competition among the three par-
ties: ethnic and regional differences did not determine alliance decisions of the 
subordinate kings, and, for the Han emperor, forging gift- based alliances with 
the Xiongnu chanyu was an essential mechanism to strengthen himself in his 
contest with the subordinate kings.

The po liti cal landscape of eastern Eurasia had witnessed a dramatic change 
 toward the end of the third  century bce. On the steppe, the Xiongnu ruler 
subjugated competing steppe powers and established a polity governed by him 
and lesser Xiongnu kings. As argued by Nicola Di Cosmo, this unification of 
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the steppes was prob ably a response to the disruption produced by the Qin 
Empire’s conquest of the Ordos steppe and the attempt to secure that con-
quest through building a  great wall.14 Shortly thereafter, in the Yellow River 
and Yangtze River regions, a military leader named Liu Bang (r. 202–195 bce) 
and his co ali tion triumphed in the civil war that overthrew the Qin and estab-
lished a new state, the Han. This nascent state interacted only with immediate 
neighboring powers such as the Xiongnu on the steppe. The Han was po liti-
cally unconnected to interstate networks of other regions such as the Korean 
peninsula in the northeast or the Tarim Basin in the west.

 After ascending the throne in 202 bce, the first Han emperor continued 
to rely on his military co ali tion to assist him in managing the new state he 
had founded. He directly ruled only the western part of the Yellow River re-
gion, while entrusting most of the eastern region— the floodplain of the Yellow 
River—as well as the Yangtze River region to client kings. Although Liu Bang 
assumed the title of emperor, this highest governing elite circle of the Han state 
was essentially a group of peer rulers who had together emerged as military 
allies.

While reluctantly sharing power with client kings in exchange for their ser-
vice, the first Han emperor started to elevate imperial authority by eliminating 
former clients and transferring feudal thrones to members of his own  family. 
This pro cess involved considerable brutality. For instance,  after a client king 
named Peng Yue was killed in 196 bce, his body was ground into minced meat 
that was then presented to all the client kings as a warning.15 The emperor’s 
violent approach to reducing rivals’ power and asserting his supreme status rap-
idly dissolved his bonds with the client kings and, not surprisingly, provoked 
considerable re sis tance.

One of the clearest places to observe this was the Yellow River region near 
the southern edge of the steppe. Witnessing the ongoing persecution of their 
peers, some frustrated client kings switched their allegiance to the Xiongnu in 
search of alternative shelter or military support. From Liu Bang’s ascent to the 
throne in 202 bce to his death in 195 bce, within only seven years, three kings 
(wang ) and one lord (hou ) near the southern edge of the steppe  either 
joined the Xiongnu or sought military assistance from Xiongnu forces to resist 
imperial intimidation.16

As indicated by the Shi ji and the Han shu, the first military confronta-
tion between the Han and the Xiongnu was ignited by one client king who 
transferred his allegiance to the Xiongnu. The Han subordinate kings near the 
steppe had fought with steppe forces for some time, but the first Han emperor 
demonstrated  little interest in any such direct confrontation with the Xiongnu 
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 until a client king in the Dai area joined the Xiongnu to escape imperial in-
timidation. The emperor led a punitive expedition against this client king and 
his new patron in 200 bce. But the Han suffered a disastrous defeat and  were 
forced to secure peace by sending a princess and annual gifts to the Xiongnu 
chanyu.17

The Han emperor’s defeat sent a clear po liti cal message that this steppe pol-
ity was strong enough to be an alternative patron that could provide shelter 
from Han persecution. Threatened client kings in the Yellow River region did 
not have to submit to imperial intimidation, but could instead resist by choos-
ing this new alliance option. The message was well received. For example, when 
in po liti cal danger, a lifelong friend of the emperor who was a client king in 
the Yan area also deci ded to take his entire  family and thousands of followers 
to join the Xiongnu.18 Even  after feudal thrones all came to be held by male 
relatives of the emperor,  these  uncles and nephews remained willing to invite 
Xiongnu forces into the Yellow River region to challenge imperial claims to 
supreme authority.19  These cases demonstrate that po liti cal collaboration and 
competition trumped cultural or regional allegiance. Once the emperor ceased 
to be a safe patron, subordinate kings in the Yellow River region simply re-
nounced their allegiance to the Han and sought alternative options with the 
steppe empire to their north.

Han worries about the Xiongnu  were thus a symptom of a larger prob lem— 
the clash between the subordinate kings’ insistence on a power- sharing model 
and the emperor’s attempts to move  toward a more centralized state with a strati-
fied po liti cal hierarchy. Although occasional conflicts with Xiongnu forces along 
the southern edge of the steppe  were disturbing, more problematic for the Han 
emperor was the alienated client kings’ renunciation of allegiance and recourse 
to Xiongnu protection.

In this context, the gift- based interaction between the Han emperor and the 
Xiongnu chanyu became more than a conciliation agreement. Its more impor-
tant function was to provide a mechanism for both the Han emperor and the 
Xiongnu chanyu to claim a status superior to all the other kings as supreme 
rulers of their respective regions. This involved two methods. First, by referring 
to themselves as “two masters” ( ) in communications, the Han emperor 
and the Xiongnu chanyu recognized each other as the highest regional repre-
sentatives.20 By the same token, this appellation transformed their gift- based 
connection into the highest level of interstate interaction, clearly distinguished 
from all other interactions between the steppe and the Yellow River region.21

Second, by excluding lesser kings from all exchanges with the chanyu, the 
emperor monopolized this highest level of interstate interaction. The sending 
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of a princess and annual gifts was not mediated by any subordinate kings, nor 
did the latter participate in any manner in this pre sen ta tion that defined the re-
lations of the two empires. Instead the gifts passed directly from the Han court 
to that of the Xiongnu in a pro cess that honored both participants at the ex-
pense of their erstwhile po liti cal peers. Also, the receipt of a princess- wife tied 
the Xiongnu chanyu to the Han emperor as kin. Such marriage alliances could 
discourage Han subordinate kings from considering the Xiongnu chanyu a reli-
able ally. This exclusive interaction between the emperor and the chanyu thus 
undercut and rendered illegitimate any attempt by the Han subordinate kings 
to establish in de pen dent alliances with the Xiongnu chanyu.22 Any such unau-
thorized attempt could be deemed treason and should also have been rejected 
by the chanyu, whose own status was appreciably elevated through his unique 
ties to the Han emperor.23

In addition, this gift- based mechanism initiated a formalized communication 
channel for the previously unconnected Han and Xiongnu rulers to  negotiate 
their respective spheres of power in the Yellow River region and the steppe. For 
example, the third emperor, Emperor Wen (r. 180–157 bce), invoked the rhet-
oric of two masters to request an explicit division along the southern edge of 
the steppe between the two supreme rulers. He declared to the Xiongnu 
chanyu, “To the north of the long walls are the states of [ those who] draw the 
bow, and [they] receive commands from the chanyu; to the south of the long 
walls are the  house holds of [ those who wear] cap and girdle, and I in parallel 
fashion control them.”24

The model of the world proposed in this statement boldly ignored the ongo-
ing competition between the emperor and the subordinate kings, let alone the 
existence of other states to the south of the Yangtze River region. In order to 
show his commitment to realizing this ideal, the emperor then issued an edict 
to Han officials that insisted on returning fugitives and captives who, based 
on this model, should be  under Xiongnu control.25 While this partition of the 
world would have represented a diminution of conventional Chinese claims in 
the eyes of  later Chinese po liti cal thinkers, at the time it marked a significant 
inflation of Han sovereignty.

The series of alliances thus established between the Han emperors and the 
Xiongnu supreme rulers seem to have successfully restricted subordinate kings’ 
alliance options. The war in 154 bce between the Han emperor and the joint 
forces of subordinate kings, which marked the final collapse of the kings as a 
significant challenge to the Han court, is the most significant example.  After 
ascending the throne in 157 bce, the fourth Han emperor, Emperor Jing 
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(r. 157–141 bce), duly dispatched gifts to the Xiongnu chanyu while taking more 
aggressive approaches than his  father in suppressing subordinate kings.26 His 
strict observance of established relations with the Xiongnu paid off when the 
increasingly desperate subordinate kings launched a joint military expedition 
in 154 bce to challenge the imperial assertion of supreme authority. Although 
the subordinate kings allied among themselves, they failed to induce Xiongnu 
forces to intrude into the Yellow River region in support. The Xiongnu stayed 
on the steppe watching this warfare  until it ended. Their forces  were said to 
have made some moves on the steppe but halted due to rapid imperial suppres-
sion of the so- called revolt.27 The ultimate inaction of the Xiongnu ruler could 
be understood as a reluctance, and perhaps outright refusal, to break the gift- 
based agreements with the Han court that had done so much to strengthen his 
own supremacy. This hesitation saved the Han imperial capital from the danger 
of simultaneous attack by the subordinate kings from the east and the Xiongnu 
forces from the north, and thereby facilitated the rapid and successful suppres-
sion of the military challenge.

Moving Away from the Two Masters Model (ca. 150–100 bce)

As we have seen, from 200 to 154 bce, generations of Han emperors had spent 
five de cades blocking subordinate kings’ attempts to seek support and protec-
tion from the Xiongnu. But lesser kings on the steppe had not  until this point 
shown any interest in the Han emperor as a pos si ble alternative patron.

The successful suppression of feudal re sis tance in 154 bce marked a water-
shed,  after which we find the first evidence of Xiongnu leaders shifting their 
allegiance to the Han. Late in the reign of Emperor Jing, eight Xiongnu leaders 
formally submitted to the Han court. This provoked a debate about granting 
 these Xiongnu dignitaries the title of lord, which would have entailed incorpo-
rating them into the governing elite circle of the Han state. The prime minister 
objected to the idea of rewarding  those who had “betrayed their master” (

). But Emperor Jing interpreted their switch of allegiance as a compliment to 
Han authority. He granted the title “Lord” to seven such defectors in 147 bce 
and one more in 145 bce.28

Two contrasting attitudes appeared  here in the debate over how to define 
the role of the Han state in the po liti cal landscape of eastern Eurasia. By de-
nouncing disloyal be hav ior, the prime minister essentially identified the Han 
as a limited regional state that should refrain from contesting peer rulers’ control 
over lesser powers within their sphere of influence. On the other hand, Emperor 
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Jing, perhaps now understanding that  there was no longer any real possibility 
of weakened subordinate kings allying themselves with the Xiongnu, embraced 
the idea of re orienting  these kings’ allegiance by taking them into the govern-
ing elite circle of the Han. That is to say, rather than adhering to the two mas-
ters model that focused on divided spheres of power, Emperor Jing evinced 
an ambition to replace the Xiongnu chanyu as the master of the steppe kings. 
However, just as in the preceding period, the newly strengthened emperor con-
tinued to define his power as much through the relations that he established 
with the steppe  peoples as through his claims to command his own  people.

Early in the reign of the fifth emperor, Emperor Wu (r. 141–87 bce), court 
officials also expressed reluctance to disturb the status quo, instead insisting on 
clinging to the position of a limited regional state. As in the earlier cases, they 
recognized that drawing steppe  peoples into the Han po liti cal sphere clearly 
exalted the position of the ruler and strengthened his authority in relation to 
his own  people. The officials’ reluctance became clear when Emperor Wu con-
ducted two rounds of court debates in the hope of abandoning the gift- based 
interaction with the chanyu as a prelude to launching a military expedition 
against the Xiongnu. In the first debate, the imperial secretary supported the 
continuation of peaceful relations by arguing that the sphere of the Xiongnu 
since the earliest times had never been viewed as land for conquest and should 
be left the way it was. Court officials agreed, and on this occasion the emperor 
respected the majority opinion.29

At issue in this debate was supporting the established pattern of gift- based 
interstate interaction and rejecting a new expansionist policy. This connection 
implied that the officials understood the fundamental function of gift giving to 
be the negotiation of delimited power spheres with neighboring polities and 
the creation of a bond that obligated the parties to observe mutual agreements. 
Viewed from this perspective, sporadic conflicts along the southern edge of 
the steppe  were a nonissue. The point was not  whether conflicts occurred, but 
 whether the Han court possessed the means to prevent random disputes from 
escalating into the breakdown of negotiated power spheres. As generations 
of Xiongnu chanyu had never shown any interest in conquering the Yellow 
River region, the gift- based interaction between the two supreme rulers could 
be considered effective from the point of view of the officials, and thus worth 
continuing.

But only one year  later the same question was raised again. The detailed rec-
ord in the Han shu makes clear that the real strug gle in the court debates was 
between expansionism and anti- expansionism, with the former being identi-
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fied with the emperor’s assertion of his own power. In this round of debate, 
Emperor Wu no longer hid his intentions but started the discussion with a 
fixed premise: gift giving had never fully stopped conflicts, and thus war was to 
be preferred. A militant official proposed a plan to ambush the chanyu’s forces 
and thereby subjugate the Xiongnu with minimal loss of men and material. 
The emperor concluded the debate with the decision to carry out the scheme.30

The initial ambush failed, but the fragile balance between the Han and the 
Xiongnu continued  until the emperor dispatched troops in 129 bce to attack 
steppe  peoples in trading posts along the southern edge of the steppe. This led 
to intensive state- level conflicts that stretched from the Ordos steppe to the 
Yellow Sea for more than ten years. Both sides enjoyed transient successes at 
the price of  great losses in resources: soldiers, ordinary subjects, and livestock.31 
To some extent, relentless Han military expeditions did help loosen the bonds 
between the Xiongnu chanyu and lesser steppe kings, some of whom changed 
sides during the war. From 131 to 113 bce, Emperor Wu granted the title “Lord” to 
seventeen Xiongnu leaders who surrendered to the Han, and celebrated the 
achievement of gaining such deserters by calling them “adherents to righ-
teousness” ( ), which implied foreign admiration of Han authority. They 
 were then deployed to fight  battles for the Han.32

By integrating surrendered steppe populations into the Han state structure 
and exploiting their ser vice, Emperor Wu entirely abandoned the attempts of 
his grand father, Emperor Wen, to negotiate with the Xiongnu chanyu an un-
ambiguous division of the known world into two spheres through territorial 
markers and lifestyle attributes. Instead the Han increasingly came to act as a 
multiethnic polity in which  peoples of diff er ent backgrounds  were united  under 
the authority of a single ruler who transcended all regional and cultural distinc-
tions. One clear example of this was when the emperor stationed the surren-
dered king of Kunye, a power ful steppe leader, and thousands of his followers 
within the bend of the Yellow River, where at the same time Han immigrants 
 were forcibly resettled from the eastern Yellow River region. The deployment 
of both populations to the same area created a buffer zone for the establish-
ment of Han bureaucratic operations in the corridor west of the Yellow River, 
increasing the possibility of connecting the Yellow River region to the Tarim 
Basin. By abandoning attempts to fix clearly delimited spheres of power, the 
outward- looking Han state became an aggressive empire that mixed social groups 
of varied cultural and regional backgrounds for the purpose of expanding the 
imperial presence into the Ordos steppe and then beyond into the Western 
Region (modern Xinjiang).33
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A Han- Centered Interregional Network in Eastern Eurasia  
(ca. 100–80 bce)

We have seen that from around 140 bce, the Han started to incorporate Xiong nu 
leaders into its governing elite circle and steppe populations into its state struc-
ture. This transfer of the loyalty of steppe  people from the chanyu to the em-
peror was crucial in transforming the Han state from a limited regional polity to 
a transregional power. First, the incorporation of such  people into the Han 
state transformed it into a multiethnic, multicultural polity in which radically 
diff er ent  people came together  under the overarching supremacy of a single, 
unchallenged autocrat whose power imitated that of heaven in extending over 
all  peoples.

Second, and on a more practical plane,  these  people from the steppe brought 
with them skills and knowledge that not only allowed the Han to fight  battles 
in the formerly unfamiliar environment of the grasslands but also introduced 
the Han to previously unknown interstate networks that had developed be-
tween the steppe in the north and the Tarim Basin in the west. To the Han state 
during its first six de cades, the Tarim Basin had remained an unknown land, 
whereas the Xiongnu had extended their dominant position on the steppe into 
the area. To assist the emperor in competing against the Xiongnu chanyu, some 
Xiongnu leaders who had entered the Han court suggested a new method that 
could supplement and strengthen military confrontation— cementing alliances 
with state rulers in the Tarim Basin who had submitted to Xiongnu power but 
resented this alien authority.34

The knowledge and expertise brought to the Han court and its armies 
through the incorporation of surrendered  people from the steppes made it 
pos si ble for the first time for the Han to contact and seek out alliances with 
polities in the Tarim Basin. As the king of Kunye and his followers shielded the 
northwestern side of the Ordos steppe for the Han,  after 120 bce Han emissar-
ies  were able to travel to city- states in the Tarim Basin without being obstructed 
by Xiongnu forces. In addition, the Han extended its bureaucratic operations 
into the corridor west of the Yellow River to facilitate the extension of imperial 
power into this previously unknown po liti cal web. Infrastructural support pro-
vided by Han garrisons and steppe allies guaranteed that large numbers of Han 
emissaries could move back and forth along the road to Central Asia without 
suffering major losses. It is said that from five to ten diplomatic teams  were dis-
patched each year, indicating the intensity of Han activities within the newly 
discovered region. Large teams included hundreds of emissaries, small ones a 
hundred or so.35
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But in the Tarim Basin the Han confronted multiple in de pen dent rulers 
who  were  either integrated into a Xiongnu- centered interstate network or 
strong enough not to join it. To maximize its capacity to exert more influence 
on the Tarim Basin than that of the Xiongnu in the shortest time pos si ble, the 
Han deployed diverse approaches among the multiple steppe powers and city- 
states. While cementing a marriage alliance with a strong steppe power named 
the Wusun, the Han also used military threats to coerce reluctant city- states 
into cooperation, which was marked by the sending of royal hostages to the 
Han court.36

Through attacking selected targets, for instance, the Han successfully co-
erced polities in the Tarim Basin into a Han- centered interstate network. In 
par tic u lar, the four- year expedition against Dayuan beginning in 104 bce in-
timidated steppe powers and city- states into assisting the Han, in a response 
to the Han’s demonstration that they could exert military influence west-
ward, deep into the Tarim Basin, for a lengthy period. The change in attitude 
 toward the Han presence was manifested in polities along the expeditionary 
routes that  were forced first to provision Han troops and second to send royal 
 children to the Han as hostages. A few city- states that refused to provision the 
troops  either  were destroyed or had their kings killed.37 In this way the Tarim 
Basin and much of the steppe west of the Xiongnu state  were drawn into the 
multiethnic Han order that had first emerged with the submission and resettle-
ment of defectors from the control of the chanyu. This new Han- centered po-
liti cal network that integrated peer polities and lesser powers across multiple 
regions secured the status of the Han emperor as an unquestionable imperial 
authority in eastern Eurasia, whose power transcended all limits of geography 
and ethnicity and thus clearly extended beyond the authority asserted by the 
preceding Qin state.

The Han Empire as a Cosmopolitan Tianxia (80 bce– 100 ce)

At the same time that the Han state was externally establishing a network of 
states formally tied through submission to an emperor whose authority tran-
scended the limits of a regionally limited Han culture, the internal structure of 
the state was steadily modified through the resettlement and incorporation of 
steppe  peoples who  were not drawn into the bureaucratic administration. This 
marked a third phase in the policies that elevated the emperor and turned a 
limited, territorial state into a cosmopolitan tianxia defined through the delib-
erate incorporation of multiple  peoples with diverse cultures. In this case the 
emperor was elevated not merely through the delivery of hostages and tribute 
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from kings of Central Asian states who recognized him as a supreme overlord 
but also through the ser vice of steppe warriors who became part of the Han 
state through formal submission to the emperor but remained outside the ad-
ministrative system that had previously defined the state.

As noted above, Emperor Wu’s decision to wage war on the Xiongnu was 
accompanied by the policy of accepting the submission of lesser Xiongnu 
kings who chose to transfer their loyalty to the Han.  These men and their fol-
lowers  were resettled inside the Han sphere as dependent states (shu guo ) 
that  remained  under the authority of their own rulers and whose soldiers 
served as cavalry in Han armies. This policy was carried forward on a larger scale 
in the last de cades of the Western Han, when the Xiongnu Empire had tempo-
rarily split into northern and southern co ali tions, with the latter recognizing 
Han suzerainty and being resettled inside the bend of the Yellow River and far-
ther south. The ruler of this surrendered southern co ali tion roughly followed 
the pattern established for the kings of the Central Asian states. On several oc-
casions he visited the Han court, where he received lavish gifts and was granted 
the unique privilege of referring to himself by his full name rather than as 
“your servant [chen ] + personal name” and sent one son to act as a hostage 
and to be educated in Han elite culture.

Most of the southern Xiongnu who had surrendered moved back to the 
north  after their link with the Han allowed them to defeat their northern ri-
vals. However, in 49 ce the restored Xiongnu state again split apart in a suc-
cession strug gle. The Han court resumed the policy of furthering this split by 
allying with one side and encouraging them to resettle inside the Han state, for 
whom they provided ser vice as cavalrymen against their former fellows. This 
policy of resettling Xiongnu in the northwest was carried out on a much larger 
scale than in the Western Han, and it was supplemented by the practice of pay-
ing bounties for  enemy heads to Xianbei and Wuhuan  peoples.  These had pre-
viously been part of the Xiongnu co ali tion but  were now resettled in the north 
and the northeast of the Han state, where they continued to live  under their 
own rulers as dependent states.

The policy of resettling steppe  peoples inside the Han state was extended 
into a general reform of Han military forces. With the abolition of universal 
military ser vice in 32 ce, the Eastern Han army was steadily restructured as a 
smaller military force consisting of professional soldiers and of convicts who 
 were stationed in the vicinity of the capital, in small garrisons at the frontier, 
and in three major frontier military commands. Each of  these commands was 
assigned the task of keeping an eye on the resettled barbarians, and two of them 
 were named for the  peoples whom they  were intended to supervise. The com-
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mands  were also intended to provide troops who would accompany the steppe 
cavalrymen mobilized to serve in the Han expeditionary forces that continued 
to war against the Xiongnu.38

Thus while the internally resettled steppe  peoples continued to be guided 
by their own rulers,  these in turn  were loosely directed by military officers, 
but they remained quite separate from the standard administrative hierarchy. 
In this system the Han emperor became the sole point at which the two key 
constituents of the empire— the peasantry who paid the taxes and the steppe 
 peoples who provided the army’s key strike forces— converged. Through his 
role as sole suzerain over the surrendered steppe  peoples, and following Ban 
Chao’s re- conquest of the city- states of the Western Regions, the emperor was 
elevated to a position that completely transcended his status as lord of the Han 
population. In this way the increasingly multiethnic and multicultural aspects 
of the empire became the mechanism for si mul ta neously exalting the position of 
the ruler and extending the state across the steppes and the oasis cities.  These de-
velopments assimilated the emperor ever more closely with the all- encompassing 
heaven envisioned by the phi los o phers.

The scale and importance of the use of non- Han soldiers in the Eastern 
Han has been demonstrated by Hsing I- tien. In an article on the Eastern 
Han’s steppe soldiers, he lists fifty- one cases of the use of non- Han troops be-
tween 48 and 177 ce, making an average of once  every two and a half years. 
In twenty- seven cases, more than half the sample,  there is no mention of any 
other soldiers accompanying the steppe  peoples, and in six of  these the com-
mander of the expedition was a steppe ruler.  These steppe forces made up most 
of the expeditionary armies in 73, 89, and the early 90s that fi nally destroyed 
the Xiongnu co ali tion that for three centuries had been the greatest external 
threat to the Han. This evidence of reliance on non- Han cavalry is supported 
by the fact that the state- controlled grasslands and stables that had been used 
for the rearing of military  horses since the reign of Emperor Jing  were largely 
abandoned.39

This triumph of the Han through the incorporation of steppe  peoples into 
an ever more cosmopolitan state was celebrated in a memorial written by Song 
Yi in 88 ce, one year before the Han’s most decisive military victory against 
the Xiongnu:

Since the rise of the Han  there have been repeated offensive expeditions, 
but that which they gained never made up for what was lost. Emperor 
Guangwu [the Eastern Han founder], having personally experienced 
the  trials of warfare, deeply penetrated the order of heaven and earth. 
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 Following the steppe  peoples coming to surrender, he nourished them 
 under a loose rein. The  people at the frontier  were able to live and their 
military ser vice was halted; up to  today it has been more than forty years. 
Now the Xianbei are obedient and capture the heads of Xiongnu num-
bered in the tens of thousands. The  Middle Kingdom enjoys this  great 
achievement, and the peasants know nothing of its toil. In this achieve-
ment the Han has reached its apogee. The reason is that the steppe  peoples 
attack one another, with no loss to the Han armies.40

This is an early formulation of what would become axiomatic as “using bar-
barians to control barbarians.”41 However, first, as Song Yi noted in his me-
morial, that technique depended on the initial practice of welcoming steppe 
 peoples into the Han realm while not incorporating them  under conventional 
bureaucratic administration. This policy of employing separate hierarchies of 
control to draw diverse  peoples into a single po liti cal order that existed only in 
the figure of the emperor, in whom the two hierarchies converged, reappeared 
in diverse forms throughout the history of imperial China.42 Thus this multi-
ethnic, dual state that combined registered peasants who  were bureaucratically 
administered with steppe soldiers who served the state  under distinct forms of 
control became an enduring characteristic of the imperial order.

Second, the steppe soldiers not only fought other steppe  peoples but also 
in some cases  were employed by the Han ruler to suppress internal rebellions, 
much as foreign mercenaries  were used by monarchs against their own  people 
in early modern Eu rope.43 Both  these facts show that in the first  century ce, 
steppe  peoples had become a major constituent ele ment of the Han po liti cal 
order without being placed  under bureaucratic control. The first Chinese em-
pire had been able to defeat its external foes and extend its power through re-
making itself as a cosmopolitan tianxia, and all the subsequent states that ruled 
the northern half or the entirety of the old Han realm followed this pattern.

Cosmopolitan Polities  after the Han

While the Eastern Han pattern of combining steppe  peoples and peasants as 
two distinct ele ments in a single polity continued into  later periods, the means 
by which they  were brought together continued to evolve. First, at the end of 
the Han a new pattern emerged in which resettled steppe  peoples no longer 
operated in their old communities but rather served as long- term soldiers in 
standing military commands. Although such men  were no longer members of 
their traditional groups, they remained outside the conventional administra-
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tive order, participating in the state only through their enduring personal ties 
to their commanding officers. In such armies they  were combined with former 
Han subjects who had gradually assimilated the martial customs of the steppe 
 peoples, and the entire northwestern region increasingly became as much bar-
barian as Chinese. An army of this nature played the central role in the fall of 
the Han.44

Second, in the immediate wake of the collapse of the Eastern Han, only 
 those who  were able to marshal significant military forces could act at the im-
perial level, and internal steppe  peoples  were central to all such forces. This 
was particularly true of Cao, who relied on Wuhuan cavalry in his successful cam-
paigns to re unite the drainage basin of the Yellow River and to push down into 
the  middle Yangtze region.  These and related forces remained central to the 
armies of the Cao- Wei state, as well as the Jin state that supplanted it. Most of 
the armies that fought in the Rebellions of the Eight Kings (ba wang zhi luan) 
that brought an end to the brief reunification  under the Jin employed steppe 
cavalry as their chief striking forces.45 Thus throughout the third and early 
fourth centuries ce the ability to command steppe soldiers remained essential 
to any claims to imperial power, just as it had been  under the Eastern Han.

In the second de cade of the fourth  century ce, the Sino- nomadic fusion 
took on a crucial new aspect, as for the first time the steppe leaders abandoned 
their role as ju nior partners in the ser vice of ambitious Chinese leaders and 
instead used their military forces to establish themselves as rulers over the peas-
ant population. The first man to adopt this course was Liu Yuan, a highly Sini-
cized steppe leader who claimed kin links with the old Han imperial  family 
and ruled over most of the southern Xiongnu, who had been resettled into 
the Yellow River region in the Eastern Han.  These steppe  peoples had largely 
become sedentary stock breeders, but their economic activities allowed them 
to continue to cultivate their skills as  horse men. Forming a co ali tion with the 
Xianbei, Di, and other steppe  peoples, he declared himself “King of Han.” His 
armies fought to the gates of Luoyang, and although he died before the Jin 
capital was taken, cavalry armies led by his younger  brother Liu Cong and by 
Shi Le (another Xiongnu) sacked Luoyang in 311 ce and Chang’an in 317 ce. 
 These victories led to the Jin court’s flight to the lower Yangzi, and for the next 
 century (the era of the so- called Sixteen Kingdoms) the entire drainage basin 
of the Yellow River was divided among multiple short- lived states formed by 
steppe rulers. When this region was fi nally re united in the early fifth  century ce, 
it was by the cavalry forces of the Tuoba rulers who established the Northern 
Wei state.46
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In his study of the history of the relations of nomadic empires with China, 
Thomas Barfield has argued that the capacity of the Xianbei states, first  under 
the Murong and subsequently  under the Tuoba, to establish relatively stable 
polities and ultimately to reunify the Yellow River region was due to their abil-
ity to combine a Chinese administration of the peasantry with a nomadic sol-
diery. He treats this achievement as unpre ce dented and contrasts it with the 
earlier Xiongnu state that relied entirely on the forcible extraction of Chinese 
wealth.  These achievements in turn, passing through the military reforms of 
the Northern Zhou in the old Guanzhong region, provided the ultimate foun-
dation for the reunification of the former Han territories  under the Sui that 
became enduring  under the Tang.47 This combination of the bureaucratic ad-
ministration of a Chinese peasantry with the tribal control of steppe armies was 
indeed crucial to the Sui- Tang reunification, but it had in fact been anticipated 
by the Eastern Han in their triumph over the Xiongnu. The only difference was 
that in the case of the Wei, the steppe  peoples provided not only the military 
forces but also the rulers. This evolution within the Sino- nomadic dual state 
from a predominantly steppe soldiery to steppe rulers was fundamental to the 
subsequent history of imperial polities in the area that has become China.

Conclusion

To summarize, from 200 bce to around 100 ce, the Han evolved from a 
confined regional polity with multiple po liti cal centers into a cosmopolitan 
empire governed by a single supreme ruler who commanded the recognition 
and the ser vices of the Han peasantry, the Indo- European oasis kingdoms of 
what is now Xinjiang, and large numbers of steppe  peoples who lived in their 
traditional communities within the Han sphere. In the first stage of this transi-
tion the emperor asserted his superiority over his former peers through estab-
lishing direct relations of gift giving and kinship with the Xiongnu ruler. This 
relationship was articulated as the division of the world between two masters 
in a pro cess that allowed each to strengthen his hitherto contested position 
within his own sphere. Once the possibility of feudal defection or rebellion 
had ended, the Han emperors reversed their established policy, which was now 
advocated only by  those who sought to limit imperial power. The emperors 
instead now welcomed the submission of  those who had previously belonged 
to the other master, and then launched a series of expeditions that encouraged 
further defections. The expertise and skills of  these newly surrendered steppe 
 peoples  were in turn employed first to open communication with the more 
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western steppe powers and with the city- states of the Tarim Basin, and in sub-
sequent de cades to extend Han power into  those regions through a series of 
military campaigns. By the end of this pro cess of suppressing challengers and 
promoting imperial authority, a  whole range of  peoples of varied cultures and 
regions  were integrated into the radically expanded Han state structure, and a 
Han- centered interregional network was constructed that connected polities 
across the steppes and extended to the western edge of the Tarim Basin. This 
pro cess of incorporation changed forever the nature of Han rule by making it 
explic itly transethnic and transregional, and this new form of state defined a 
vision of transcendent imperial authority that  shaped the practices of all  later 
state builders.

Han imperial power thus  rose precisely by becoming multicultural and trans-
regional, by decisively breaking with the established Qin po liti cal model, and 
by establishing a state that in many ways corresponded to the earlier philo-
sophical vision of a single tianxia wherein all  people, no  matter how distant or 
alien,  were brought together  under the authority of a single ruler. The recipro-
cal interactions during this period between the inner workings of the Han state 
and its relations with foreign  peoples and polities served to promote the Han 
emperor to the status of heavenlike authority across eastern Eurasia.

This account contrasts sharply with the received narrative of the Han, which 
deliberately ignores key internal differentiations and decisive external influences 
and declares the state to be based on the timeless existence of a homogeneous 
Chinese  people that exists as an eternal, ahistorical category of explanation. 
To the contrary, the Han chronicles show that all parties that could promote 
the power and status of the ruling  house  were engaged  either as allies or as 
part of the state structure. Differences in culture or regional origins  were not 
a core concern in organ izing the state, and nothing indicates that the  peoples 
who participated in the state structure  were thought to share a common his-
tory or culture. Indeed, imperial policies worked in the opposite direction. 
Even during the first  century of Han history, both imperial rhe toric and action 
already demonstrated a pride in integrating  peoples of varied cultural and re-
gional backgrounds into the ser vice of the emperor. In the pro cess of becoming 
a multiethnic, transregional polity, the Han state changed forever the nature 
of imperial rule in East Asia and defined a cosmopolitan vision and real ity of 
po liti cal authority that underpinned all  later state builders in the region. The 
ultimate emergence of alien conquest dynasties following the collapse of the Han, 
and repeatedly throughout the  later history of empires in East Asia, was in many 
ways simply the logical culmination of this pro cess.
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Postscript
As a final point, in the above discussion we have treated the terms “tianxia” and 
“empire” as closely related, if not synonymous. To the extent that a Chinese 
category such as tianxia is to become part of a broader international discourse, 
it must be drawn into dialogue with related categories in other languages, of 
which “empire” is the prime example. This is particularly true in that many 
scholars have begun to discuss premodern or early modern empires as a po liti-
cal type defined by, among other characteristics, large size, cultural and ethnic 
diversity (espoused as a value), the pivotal role of local intermediaries, a su-
preme ruler as the meeting point of diverse communities, and so on.48 Many of 
 these features, as we have argued above, are precisely  those that distinguish the 
Han and subsequent empires from earlier and  later polities in the region. This 
is not to argue that the concept of tianxia should be folded into that of empire. To 
the contrary, it could prove a useful antidote to the sway of the Roman Empire 
as the exemplary case in the West of an empire.49 Several features of the Roman 
state, etymologically reflected in the overwhelmingly military connotations 
of the terms “imperium and “imperator,” may well skew our attempts to develop a 
model for polities of this type. However, studies of the concept of tianxia must 
by all means not be allowed to become another case of Chinese exceptionalism, 
remaining an eternally alien and exotic Other that by definition can speak only 
to and of itself.
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A friend asked me why I use “empire” instead of “tianxia” in my analy sis of 
China’s imperial history, especially late Qing reforms and transformations. One 
reason is that tianxia tends to denote the uniqueness and continuity of Chi-
nese culture in isolation from the world system. This essentialist use of tianxia 
falls victim to the false dichotomy of oriental empire and modern nation- state. 
Moreover, the concept of empire implies a dynastic genealogy of institutional 
forms, the formation of moral authority with religious significance, and a strat-
egy for po liti cal legitimacy. All  these ele ments could be described as po liti cal 
culture in modern parlance. Imbued with a vision broader than the concept 
of nation- state, “empire” may be a more productive term in highlighting the 
historical formation of po liti cal legitimacy. Based on culture and ritual, this 
po liti cal legitimacy hinges on the governing body’s ability to incorporate dif-
fer ent ethnic groups and populations from diff er ent regions, and diff er ent re-
ligions, into a flexible and pluralistic structure. In this chapter, by considering 
Kang Youwei’s scholarship on Confucianism, I show that empire as a mode of 
po liti cal legitimacy and cultural politics resonates with the ideal of tianxia in 
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