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Abstract: Individual relationships between Mainland China and Tibet, Xinjiang, 
Hong Kong and Taiwan are considered confusing for some because China’s rising 
international power is not resulting in stronger calls for a shared identity based 
on ‘Chinese pride’ or historical links. Instead, China’s economic growth appears 
to be provoking increasingly stronger calls for autonomy or independence. In this 
article I discuss why Beijing’s self-described peace and development policy is 
failing to procure positive responses in those four regions, with a primary focus  
on the failed use of narrowly-defined Westphalian thinking to understand relevant 
issues. I argue that the reason for this failure is the tension between the individualist 
ontology underlying modern international politics (as expressed in terms of 
Westphalian sovereignty) and the relational ontology underpinning a traditional  
Chinese politics built upon a tianxia (‘all-under-heaven’) world view. This tension 
has become conspicuous in the context of China’s recent rise and Beijing’s growing 
confidence in contesting Western power. The Chinese leadership’s reliance on 
arguments involving historical connections with Tibet, Xinjiang, Hong Kong and 
Taiwan, and calls for autonomy or independence from citizens living in those four 
areas, are examples of this contestation.

Keywords: China’s rise; independence; sovereignty; tianxia; 
unilateralism

I. Introduction

In this article I will look at the three broad concerns of international politics 
that Fierke articulates in her Introduction to this special issue. The first 

1 The author wishes to express his appreciation for comments from two anonymous reviewers 
regarding outdated and missing information in the four cases under study here. The author 
also appreciates the funding from the Ministry of Science and Technology, R. O. C. (Taiwan), 
Project No. MOST 104-2410-H-006-002-MY2.
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addresses challenges to state sovereignty in ‘post-colonial’ regions such 
as Asia that suffered due to Western imperialism during the nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries. As an important example, China’s history 
is marked by its former status as an empire, its suffering at the hands 
of colonial powers, and its current status as a rising power. The reasons 
why sovereignty and autonomy occupy central positions in Asia – especially 
for China and its four ‘frontier areas’ of Tibet, Xinjiang, Hong Kong and 
Taiwan2 – cannot be properly understood without considering past 
colonial experiences. For example, China applies the ideas of sovereignty 
and independence to an assumed Chinese civilisation which includes Tibet, 
Xinjiang, Hong Kong and Taiwan as one of many efforts to resist interference 
on the part of former colonial powers. In other words, China is using the 
concepts of sovereignty and independence as weapons for ‘protecting’ 
Chinese civilisation rather than offering them as replacements for ‘backward 
practices’. This idea touches on a second concern of this special issue: 
China’s perceptions of its colonial losses (i.e., Taiwan to Japan, Hong Kong 
to the UK, the 1888 British invasion of Tibet, and Russia’s partial occupation 
of Xinjiang) muddy the meanings of self-determination, independence, 
and autonomy as applied to the four frontier areas. From a socialist 
perspective, self-determination, independence, and autonomy only exist in 
contexts marked by imperialist oppression;3 therefore the ‘autonomous 
regions’ of Xinjiang and Tibet must be analysed as self-governing regions 
in need of protection from Han chauvinism.4 At the same time, calls for 
independence in any of the four areas are usually described as acts of 
interference by external imperialist forces. Last of all, Fierke refers to a 
contestation between the individualist ontology of modern international 
relations and a relational ontology. Consistent with this idea, I argue that 
China’s long-held tianxia world view, based on relational considerations, 
did not disappear after the end of the Qing dynasty, neither was it replaced 
by an individualist world view or the nation-state practices offered by 
Chinese intellectuals in the Republican era. Instead, both tianxia relationality 
and Westphalian individualism help contextualise current interactions 
between China and the four frontier areas, in contrast to the argument 
that the latter has replaced the former.

2 Although a comprehensive investigation of other cases involving minority groups would 
have value, in this article I do not address the situations in the Guangxi Zhuang and Mongol 
autonomous regions due to manuscript length considerations. Further, there is a much larger 
body of information on Xinjiang and Tibet (and, of course, Taiwan and Hong Kong) than on 
Guangxi Zhuang and Inner Mongolia in the official Chinese media.

3 CY Shih, China’s Nation Problems (Wunan Publisher, Taipei, 1999).
4 Ibid.
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300 hung-jen wang

Motivated by these concerns, I use China’s rising power and its 
uneasy relationships with Tibet, Xinjiang, Hong Kong and Taiwan as 
examples of the hybridity of traditional/modern and local/global processes, 
and attempt to clarify the practical and contesting notions of nation 
state, sovereignty, independence, and autonomy as understood by both 
China and the four frontier areas. The Chinese government, which  
has dealt with strong separatist challenges from Tibet, Xinjiang, Hong 
Kong and Taiwan since Xi Jinping assumed power in 2012, has never 
come even remotely close to allowing citizens in those locations to  
hold referendums, preferring instead to grasp tightly to its ‘one-China’ 
policy or President Xi’s ‘Chinese Dream’.5 Beijing clearly fears that any 
compromise of the one-China principle will signal weakness to both 
internal separatists and the West. In response, an increasing number of 
individuals and politicians in the four frontier areas are accusing Beijing 
of disrespecting autonomous rights that are supposedly protected by 
the Chinese constitution, at least according to the discursive logic of 
Westphalian sovereignty. Today’s confrontations are clearly due to a 
lack of shared identity. China’s failure to procure positive responses 
from the four entities raises questions about why they fail to ‘appreciate’ 
what China considers beneficial to both sides. China regularly expresses 
disbelief over the refusal of the four frontier areas to share a sense of 
national and cultural pride, as well as their lack of interest in contributing 
to China’s rise as a major power, from which they might benefit in 
terms of protection and development. The responses of the four entities 
contradict the logic of the ‘bandwagon effect’, as discussed in the IR 
realist literature.6

My argument is that the four frontier areas, even when viewed as weaker 
powers, challenge China’s attempts to impose a unilateral consensus by 
denying Chinese-initiated political/economic actions. However, as an 

5 According to Xi, the Chinese Dream means rejuvenating China by making it prosperous 
and strong, thereby restoring happiness to the Chinese people. Although unspoken, the 
Chinese Dream assumes the inclusion of Tibet, Xinjiang and Hong Kong, and at some time 
in the future, Taiwan. See JP Xi, The Governance of China (Foreign Languages Press, Beijing, 
2014) 35–6.

6 According to international relations theory, states facing external threats have at least 
two choices: establishing alliances with other states in order to balance them, or making  
an alliance with the major external threat in order to achieve self-security. While balancing 
seems to have been the preferred strategy for most of history, bandwagoning has long  
been perceived as a viable option in cases of weak states being threatened by a great power. 
See S Walt, The Origins of Alliance (Cornell University Press, Ithaca, NY, 1987) 17–21, 
27–32.
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emerging power, China is more in tune with the modern Westphalian 
system, while still using language that implies a romanticised revival  
of tianxia.7 Any unilateral consensus must be viewed as representing a 
prior negotiating style characterised by materially beneficial concessions. 
Considering the conflicting identity issues faced by Beijing and the four 
frontier areas, a unilateral consensus is increasingly unlikely, which may 
magnify the potential for confrontation regardless of claims that it is  
in the best interests of the four entities to cooperate. I do not see 
confrontation as inevitable, given that a unilateral negotiating style is 
less likely to produce conflict between China and non-Han ethnicities in  
a tianxia context than a Westphalian one. A tianxia context emphasises 
balanced relations8 between the Chinese centre and the so-called yi 
(‘foreign’ or ‘uncivilised’ outsiders) along the periphery – note the Chinese 
adage ‘tianxia wuwai’, which means that there is nothing outside tianxia. 
By contrast, within the Westphalian system, freedom to shape one’s 
relationship with the Chinese centre is constrained regardless of which 
ethnicity one belongs to, since there is an expectation that all ethnic groups 
are united ‘inside’ the territory in defending the Chinese nation (an indivisible 
entity according to Westphalian thinking) from ‘outside’ foreign imperialist 
forces.

In what follows, I investigate China’s particular approach to unilateral 
consensus and concessions and its historical application to frontier areas 
within the contexts of both tianxia and Westphalian governance. I discuss 
differences and similarities in the ways that Tibet, Xinjiang, Hong Kong and 
Taiwan react to and resist China’s calls for greater unity within a hybrid 
form of Westphalian individualist and tianxia relational ontology which 
reflects the identity concerns of the powerful centre and the four weaker 
frontier entities.

7 Some see scholarly considerations of tianxia thinking as evidence of a failed peaceful 
world paradigm, and criticise it as ‘a euphemism for Chinese hegemony’. See JT Dreyer, ‘The 
“Tianxia Trope”: Will China Change the International System?’ (2015) 24(96) Journal of 
Contemporary China 1015. The same group of ‘Chinese hegemony’ analysts view tianxia and 
Westphalian thinking as two competing principles with the same ontological goal of increasing 
a nation state’s power or national interests. In this article, however, I describe tianxia and 
Westphalian thinking as two separate ontologies.

8 Chih-yu Shih and Chiung-chiu Huang describe ‘balance of relationship’ (BoR) as a 
Chinese doctrine that considers stable bilateral relations as more important than immediate 
gains. However, BoR is not the same as pacifism, since Chinese benevolence can be renounced 
when deemed necessary to restore a desirable connection. See CY Shih and CC Huang, ‘China’s 
Quest for Grand Strategy: Power, National Interest, or Relational Security?’ (2015) 8(1) 
Chinese Journal of International Politics 1.
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II. A unilateral consensus approach

Chinese scholar Yin Jiwu is credited with coining the term ‘unilateral 
consensus’,9 which refers:

to a kind of strategic thinking that an actor holds in the process of 
interacting with another party in order to deal with political, strategic 
and military questions. That is, since an actor considers its own rational 
strategy (such as calculating strategic benefits, domestic politics, or the 
ability to solve problems) or considers the factor of one’s cultural 
identity (such as habits of cognition, emotion, and consideration of 
one’s status), one party or both have a tacit mutual understanding to 
accept a consensus and a strategy to solve problems that include many 
different understandings of the problem. Neither of the two sides publicly 
refutes the existence of such a consensus, and neither side refutes the 
consensus in public.10

As the oxymoron implies, a ‘unilateral consensus’ is dominated by one party, 
resulting in cosmetic agreements or statements that neither side believes. 
China’s relations with Tibet and Xinjiang are two examples. By contrast, 
Taiwan is an example of a ‘mutual consensus’ in which two parties agree 
to participate in what externally appears to be a bilateral relationship thus, 
the Chinese Nationalist Party (Kuomintang, or KMT) which has held power 
for most of the last six-plus decades, has expressed acceptance of the ‘one 
China’ idea, but with ‘respective interpretations’.11 The Hong Kong case 
sits somewhere in-between, with Hong Kong residents claiming neither 
religious nor ethnic differences with the Han-dominated Mainland, and 
expressing greater willingness than the Taiwanese to describe themselves as 
part of the People’s Republic of China. China’s current imposed-consensus 
negotiation style (defined in terms of unchallengeable Chinese sovereignty) 
is apparently driven by a perceived need to resolve moment-to-moment 
disagreements. What differentiates the responses of Tibet, Xinjiang, Hong 
Kong and Taiwan are non-strategic issues concerning religion, ethnicity, 
economic systems, and legitimacy, respectively.12 According to this view, 

9 JW Yin, ‘Unilateral Consensus, Signal Communication and China’s Choice of Strategy’ 
(2014) 9 World Economics and Politics 4–33.

10 Ibid 10.
11 The so-called ‘1992 consensus’ was confirmed by Presidents Ma Ying-jeou and Xi Jinping 

when they met on 7 November 2015. Apparently neither side actually believes that a consensus 
on the one-China policy has been achieved.

12 For example, Hong Kong’s interpretation of the policy emphasises the ‘two-system’ idea, 
while the KMT party in Taiwan is more concerned about political legitimacy as the true 
representative government of all China.
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China’s unilateral consensus approach implies concern about possible 
attempts at intervention by Western/other foreign entities to block 
independence and autonomy. In this context, Tibet, Xinjiang, Hong Kong 
and Taiwan must decide whether to continue to accept each false consensus 
in the face of pressure not only from China, but also from the West, the 
Han majority, and the socialist system (Table 1). Clearly the arguments 
underlying each unilaterally imposed consensus involving the four frontier 
areas cannot be understood simply as products of a stronger power’s 
compulsory imposition on minority groups or weaker powers. Instead, 
such relations are better viewed as preliminary visions or first steps 
toward long-term goals of mutual consensus. Accordingly, any unilateral 
action taken by China against the four frontier areas implies an intention 
to initiate processes that associate China with a higher level of greater self 
(i.e., a shared Chinese civilisation or nation) or collectivism,13 which are 
reflections of the relational ontology mentioned earlier.

Yin Jiwu uses the unilateral consensus concept to explain China’s 
particular way of applying its identity or intentions to asymmetrical power 
relationships with the United States, Vietnam, and others. I will extend the 
concept to include the idea that according to China’s tianxia world view, 
differences between it and others are not based on territorial boundaries 
that separate domestic and international politics, but on physical and/or 
psychological distance from the centre of the ‘Middle Kingdom’ – Zhongyuan, 
or ‘central plains’, the place where tianzi (‘Son of Heaven’) is supposed to 
live. Thus, China claims that its relations with Tibet, Xinjiang, Hong Kong 
and Taiwan constitute domestic issues, while a Sino-centric view renders 
the four frontier areas as similar to foreign entities. Note that a unilateral 
consensus approach does not imply a naïve belief that China can simply 
impose its views on others. According to Yin, a unilateral consensus 
strategy is best used to enhance the potential for cooperation and dialogue 
between China and other parties. However, it has at least one serious 
drawback: ‘Looking at the long term, it may produce unintended outcomes 
such as one’s sincerity being taken for granted, or setting aside [issues] that 
become worse, and so on.’14 In other words, China’s reliance on the unilateral 
consensus approach as a temporary tactic for dealing with sensitive issues 
may break down when it comes time to transform a false consensus into a 
true mutual/bilateral consensus. As we are currently witnessing, the unilateral 
consensus idea is being challenged in all four frontier areas by individuals 
who do not automatically accept Chinese intentions as positive.

13 For example, see CY Shih, Collective Democracy: Political and Legal Reform in China 
(The Chinese University Press, Hong Kong, 1999).

14 Ibid 25.
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III. From tianxia to Westphalian governance15

Those who worry about potential threats tied to China’s rise often 
point to the country’s history as a ‘Middle Kingdom’ power enforcing 
an imperial tributary system.16 Fewer are willing to acknowledge the 
significance of symbolic and ritual practices associated with the tributary 
system, or to understand that asymmetrical power relations between 
China and its frontier neighbours are less important than the extent to 
which China and its neighbours respect and follow symbolic practices 
that define proper and/or moral behaviour within bilateral relationships. 
However, it is also important to remember that the Republican era 
destabilised all bilateral relationships between China and its frontier 
neighbours in the interest of building a modern nation-state, which 
required multilateral relationships among the Han, Manchu, Mongol, 

Table 1. Concerns of the four ‘frontier areas’ in light of China’s unilateral 
consensus strategy.

Concerns about  
independence

Subjective factor

Independence  
from the PRC

Self-governance  
within the PRC

Concerns about  
autonomy

Loyalties to

Western  
civilisation

Chinese  
civilisation

Non-Han  
status

Han domination Xinjiang Tibet

Objective  
factor

Han status Resistance  
to

Socialist system Taiwan Hong Kong

15 Due to space limitations, I will not discuss other parts of Chinese history, for example, 
the Warring States Period. One anonymous reviewer notes that ‘there was also the trauma of 
China as a collapsed state during the Warring States Period as well as during the ill-fated 
Republican Era, with both periods still commonly cited in modern Chinese policy speeches’. 
While I agree with this observation, I also believe that the Warring States Period is representative 
of issues that are not the focus of this article, including moral leadership and the collapse of the 
Zhou dynasty’s feudal system. The Qing is a more appropriate period for this article because it 
was the last dynasty ruled by a non-Han ethnicity. The Qing dynasty and Republican era have 
much more to offer to our understanding of changing meanings of independence, autonomy, 
and sovereignty.

16 W Callahan, ‘Chinese Visions of World Order: Post-hegemonic or a New Hegemony?’ 
(2008) 10 International Studies Review 749.
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Hui and Tibetan ethnicities.17 Whereas Qing dynasty rulers institutionalised 
bilateral relationships according to tianxia principles, Republican leaders 
attempted to institutionalise multilateral relationships along lines that we now 
recognise as Westphalian. In the Chinese context, the two governance types 
carry very different meanings in terms of independence and autonomy.

Under Manchu rule, the Qing leaders established a ‘Ministry Ruling the 
Outer Provinces’ (Lifanyuan), whose task was to oversee three major rituals 
expected of inner Asian populations: pilgrimage to the Chinese emperor 
(chaojin), the imperial hunt (weilie), and tribute (chaogong).18 In the first, 
inner Asian nobles were expected to travel to the Qing court to express 
their respect, loyalty, and willingness to put themselves under the aegis 
of the Chinese empire. The primary function was to create and maintain 
intimate and trusting relationships between the Qing court and various 
Asian groups. Invitations to partake in such pilgrimages represented a 
desire on the part of the court to establish relations that were reserved for 
‘inside’ subjects but not ‘outside’ lords. Acceptance and participation was 
viewed as a willingness to be part of Chinese civilisation. Obviously, the 
pilgrimage ritual served as an alternative to force and coercion as a means 
of maintaining sustainable relationships. Refusal to fulfil this duty was 
considered a criminal act requiring a military response.

Weilie consisted of a hunting activity involving nobles and leaders 
from outside groups and the Chinese court. Similar to many inner Asian 
groups, the Manchus were nomads accustomed to riding horses and 
hunting for survival, as opposed to the agricultural lifestyle led by most 
Han Chinese. During the period when they controlled the Chinese court, 
they regularly held imperial hunts to demonstrate their appreciation for 
nomadic culture, thus expressing loyalty to their past while ruling over 
a distinctly agricultural population. Further, there was no concept of 
‘minority group’ during the Qing because the Manchus ruled a majority 
Han population. An important difference between the nomadic Manchus 
(and other Inner Asian groups) and the agricultural Han was the extent 
to which they practised rituals and presented symbolic gifts. According 
to such practices, ‘Chinese civilization under Manchu rule no longer kept 
its old and strict line between the intensive agricultural life within and 
extensive nomadic one without.’19

17 MP Hille, B Horlemann, and PK Nietupski, ‘Introduction’ in MP Hille, B Horlemann 
and PK Nietupski (eds), Muslims in Amdo Tibetan Society: Multidisciplinary Approaches 
(Lexington Books, London, 2015) especially fn 14.

18 The following discussion is based on N Chia, ‘The Lifanyuan and the Inner Asian Rituals 
in the Early Qing (1644–1795)’ (June 1993) 14(1) Late Imperial China 60.

19 Ibid 69.
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It would be incorrect to describe weilie hunts as statements of intent to 
pursue military training or competition, or as forms of entertainment for 
visitors. Ning Chia quotes the Chinese emperor Qianlong as saying:

In fact, going kouwai [‘outside the bounds of China proper’] for hunting 
was the imperial ancestor’s system. Its significance went well beyond 
military purposes; it was intended to signify to the Mongols that the 
emperor was sensitive to them and their culture.20

The third practice, tribute, is the one that most contemporary Western 
scholars refer to when discussing China’s recent ascendance.21 Unfortunately, 
they have shown a tendency to emphasise the power dimension of hierarchical 
relations between China and its neighbours, which clearly differs from the 
contemporary view of understanding international relations in terms of 
balances of power and equality.22 The Qing tribute practice actually served 
two functions: economic exchange and symbolic connection. Inner Asian 
nobles used the Lifanyuan to present material gifts to the Qing court during 
the last month of the Chinese lunar calendar. The Chinese emperor gave gifts 
in return based on the ranks of the tributaries. Ning Chia notes that the 
Lifanyuan:

executed the policy to emphasise the ritual significance of the inner Asian 
tribute by stressing the symbolic character of the material exchange, while 
at the same time reducing its economic significance by issuing an ever-
increasing number of regulations to limit the amount of tribute goods and 
the number of people in tribute missions.23

Accordingly, the Chinese court did not exclusively use its relations with 
inner Asian groups for reasons of trade or economic development, as has 
often been the case in the history of relations among modern nation-states. 
Similarly, it was not the Chinese court’s sole purpose to use its economic 
relations with inner Asian groups to control them unlike many of today’s 
relationships, in which concerns about economic dependency are associated 
with decreasing political autonomy. Instead, in the tianxia context of the 
Qing court, the tribute ritual was only one of several acts of acknowledgment 
of Chinese imperial authority within supposedly harmonious bilateral 
relationships. It is important to note that historically, the Mongol chiefs and 

20 Ibid 69–70.
21 M Jacques, When China Rules the World: The End of the Western World and the Birth 

of a New Global Order (Penguin Books, London, 2012).
22 D Kang, ‘Getting Asia Wrong: The Need for New Analytical Frameworks’ (Spring 2003) 

27(4) International Security 57; D Lake, Hierarchy in International Relations (Cornell 
University Press, Ithaca, NY and London, 2009).

23 Chia (n 18) 75.
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Xinjiang Uighur begs24 enjoyed both pilgrimage and tribute (gift-giving) 
relations with the Qing court, while Tibetan officials were limited to 
tribute relations.

All three forms of rituals support a more specific version of Zhao Tingyang’s 
comment about the ‘spirit of all-under-heaven’25; that is, according to the 
spirit of tianxia, a country cannot be ruled by force. The Qing rituals were 
aimed at establishing consensus and were not based on military force, 
although force was clearly an option for ensuring that both sides honoured 
the constraints of their bilateral relationship. In the spirit of all-under-
heaven, a political system must justify its existence by contributing to 
the common well-being, meaning that the Qing court had to refrain from 
treating inner Asian groups as profit centres. According to Ning Chia, 
most of the gifts given by the Qing court to inner Asian groups were 
much more valuable than those going the other direction. Last, the spirit 
of ‘all-under-heaven’ dictated that harmonious relations between nations 
and cultures had to be based on the mutual acceptance of a shared political 
system, meaning that the three rituals were perceived (correctly or not) 
as indicators that both sides had achieved a certain degree of unilateral 
consensus. This is important to our understanding of China’s relations 
with Xinjiang and Tibet: China’s unilateral intentions to establish bilateral 
relationships with inner Asian groups constitute a uni-bilateral style of tianxia 
governance, as opposed to the multilateral frameworks found in many of 
today’s international organisations. In a tianxia system, the empire is not 
simply Sino-centric (as in John King Fairbank’s classic description of the 
Chinese tribute system), but also sensitive to multiethnic issues. Further, the 
willingness of Qing China to use military force to control inner Asian groups 
did not mean that China was inclined toward armed conflict (as Alastair 
Iain Johnson might argue based on his view of cultural realism), since 
China only exercised that force when symbolic rituals were clearly being 
violated or ignored. In the context of Qing tianxia governance, there were 
no problems associated with ‘separatist’ or independence movements in 
the sense of Westphalian sovereignty, since the inner Asian groups had 
that period’s equivalent of sovereignty before they accepted or joined the 
Chinese family.

24 ‘Begs’ were Uighur chiefs prior to Qing control. After Xinjiang was returned to China, 
the term was used by the Qing court to designate recognised officials in the Uighur region. See AH 
Dani and VM Masson, History of Civilizations of Central Asia: Development in Contrast: From 
the Sixteenth to the Mid-Nineteenth Century (UNESCO, Paris, 2003) 203–9.

25 TY Zhao, ‘A Political World Philosophy in Terms of All-under-Heaven (Tian-xia)’ 
(2009) 221 Diogenes 5.

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

20
45

38
17

17
00

00
65

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/S2045381717000065


308 hung-jen wang

Challenges from ‘outside’ Western powers have changed not only the 
Chinese regime, but also relationships between the Chinese centre and its 
frontier areas. Chinese Republicans accepted the idea that a nation state’s 
sovereignty must be focused on defending territory and rejecting foreign 
invasions and occupations. This conflicts with the standard Western view 
of sovereignty based on the assertions of Hobbes and Locke that the 
task of sovereignty is to protect the survival or property rights of 
individual citizens. From the perspective of Chinese Republicans in the 
early twentieth century, the fundamental motivation for sovereignty was a 
sense of collectivism that prioritised the Han-based Chinese civilisation 
over individual interests. The Republican era was marked by three events: 
(a) Dr. Sun Yat-sen’s establishment of the Republic of China and his 
promise to ‘drive out the Manchus and recover the state of the Chinese’,26 
(2) conflict over self-reforms and efforts by Chinese intellectuals to forge a 
new national identity based on a Western model, and (3) a long and painful 
period of civil war that lasted until the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) 
established the People’s Republic of China (PRC) in 1949. All three events 
shared common concerns in the form of perceived threats coming from 
Western civilisation and the formation of a new national identity based on 
ethnic group unification. Unlike the authors of the American Declaration of 
Independence, who proclaimed a new union as a means of securing certain 
unalienable rights for individual citizens,27 Dr. Sun emphasised unification 
in terms of territory, government, ethnic groups, and Chinese society for 
purposes of protecting China from imperialist and colonialist outsiders.28

While the purpose of the post-1949 ‘New’ China was to overthrow all 
feudal traditions, it shared a historical legacy with the ‘Old’ China, 
especially regarding memories of ‘a century of humiliation’ at the hands of 
Western countries. Mao Zedong used Westphalian concepts when stressing 
the importance of the second concern:

The principle of the foreign policy of the People’s Republic of China is 
the protection of the independence, freedom, integrity of territory and 
sovereignty of the country, upholding of lasting international peace and 
friendly co-operation between the peoples of all countries, and opposition 
to the imperialist policy of aggression and war.29

26 See Dr. Sun Yat-sen Academic Research Site, available at <http://www.sunyat-sen.
org/english/tsg/1001.php>.

27 The Heritage Foundation, ‘Declaration of Independence’ at <http://www.heritage.org/
initiatives/first-principles/primary-sources/the-declaration-of-independence>.

28 Available at <http://www.ebaomonthly.com/window/discovery/history/china/ch100/100_93. 
htm>.

29 Article 54 in ‘The Common Program of the Chinese People’s Political Consultative 
Conference’ at <http://e-chaupak.net/database/chicon/1949/1949bilingual.htm>.
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‘The imperialist policy of aggression’ in this quote refers directly to ‘the 
century of humiliation’. Even today, PRC leaders sometimes describe China 
as a ‘victim nation’, thereby encouraging hypersensitivity to sovereignty 
issues among the Chinese populace.30 In addition to encouraging the Chinese 
government to downplay the value of individual human rights for the sake 
of collective rights or national stability, this sensitivity affects Chinese 
relations with other countries, especially those perceived as being parties to 
long-term territorial/border disputes.

Regarding nationalities and ethnicities (now referred to as ‘national 
minorities’), both Sun’s Republic of China (ROC) and Mao’s PRC policies 
were aimed at making all ethnic groups equal and autonomous within the 
boundaries of a newly established nation state. In this view, a consensus 
regarding a unified Chinese nation state must be achieved before talking 
about ethnic autonomy and equality, not the other way around. Thus, 
Chinese Republicans talked about mobilising minority groups to work 
with the Han majority to defend national sovereignty against foreign 
forces. Should Chinese national sovereignty be defeated by imperialist 
forces one more time, it would be difficult to give ethnic groups ‘autonomy’ 
or ‘equality’ in a collective sense. By contrast, tianxia did not entail a 
need to unite all ethnic groups to defend a single nation from foreign 
intrusion, thus injecting a strong notion of independence into the meanings 
of autonomy and equality. A clear understanding of the transformation from 
Qing tianxia governance (free from the concept of territorial separation) 
to a Republican Chinese Westphalian style (including territorial integrity 
to protect ethnic group autonomy) is required to grasp inconsistencies in 
China’s calls for other countries to respect its sovereign rights, as well as 
its intolerance of similar calls made by ethnic groups within the country’s 
current territorial boundaries.31

There is currently a revival of tianxia thinking in policy circles and among 
Chinese intellectuals. Deng Xiaoping’s use of the term ‘Chinese characteristics’ 
in his opening speech at the Twelfth National Congress of the Chinese 
Communist Party (1982) inspired (or perhaps required) Chinese cadres and 
intellectuals to rethink questions regarding distinct Chinese qualities in 
support of long-term policy formulation, thus providing guidance for foreign 

30 DM Lampton, Same Bed, Different Dreams: Managing U.S.-China Relations, 1989–2000 
(University of California Press, Berkeley, CA, 2001).

31 According to this perspective, Chinese history should not be limited to a consideration 
of dynasties, a linear approach based on the idea of progress, in which the tianxia world view 
is replaced by the Westphalian concept of sovereignty. In contrast, I believe that Chinese 
history is best viewed as a continuous process of idea recycling, which allows for the coexistence 
of tianxia and Westphalian thinking.
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policymaking and establishing a new Chinese international consciousness.32 
In one speech promoting the idea of a ‘Chinese Dream’, Xi Jinping emphasised 
China’s history of subjugation, arguing that:

the Chinese nation [has] suffered so greatly and sacrificed so much. 
However, the Chinese people never surrendered, and relentlessly fought. 
Finally the Chinese people gained control of our destiny, started the great 
progress of constructing our own country, and fully demonstrated great 
national spirit based on patriotism.33

Xi Jinping has since modified his Chinese Dream idealism to a practical 
‘One Belt, One Road’ strategy that includes unilaterally promised ‘gifts’ 
such as unconditional support for development projects. Consistent with 
the actions of Chinese emperors under the tianxia system, the goal of this 
strategy is to (re)establish China’s relations with old and new friends.

The pursuit of ‘Chinese characteristics’ has motivated intellectuals to 
take a long and detailed look at China’s past and its cultural and historical 
resources. Rethinking Chinese characteristics has also inspired them  
to debate the larger question of ‘What is China?’. A growing number of 
Chinese intellectuals feel a strong need to define and clarify China’s status 
as a developing country, great power, or socialist regime. For some it is 
incongruous for China to not have its own world view – Wang Yizhou 
argues that China’s status as a great nation is not due to its huge territory 
or population, but to its cultural genes, the development of its political 
structure, and its specific historical resources.34 Thus, Chinese scholars 
are currently addressing the possibility of making their own Chinese IR 
theory, that is, a ‘Chinese IR school’.35 Qin Yaqing, an important figure 

32 YL Zhao et al., ‘On Building an IR Theory System with Chinese Characteristics: 
Summary of Shanghai Seminar on Theory of International Relations’ (1987) 4 Contemporary 
International Relations 3–6.

33 JP Xi, Xi Jinping Talks about His Governance Ideas (Foreign Language Publishing House, 
Beijing, 2014).

34 YZ Wang, ‘Some Questions on China’s International Politics Studies’ in ZY Zi (ed), 
International Politics (Shanghai Remin Chubanshe, Shanghai, 1998) 2.

35 See YQ Qin, ‘Theoretical Problematic of International Relationship Theory and the 
Construction of a Chinese School’ (Winter 2005) 3 Social Science in China 62; YQ Qin, ‘Why 
Is There No Chinese International Relations Theory?’ (2007) 7 International Relations of the 
Asia-Pacific 313; YW Wang, ‘China: Between Copying and Constructing’ in AB Tickner and 
O Waever (eds), International Relations Scholarship around the World (Routledge, New York, 
NY, 2009) 103; A Acharya and B Buzan (eds), Non-Western International Relations Theory: 
Perspectives on and beyond Asia (Routledge, London and New York, NY, 2010); HJ Wang, 
The Rise of China and Chinese International Relations Scholarship (Lexington Books, Lanham, 
MD, 2013); YG Zhang and TC Chang, Constructing a Chinese School of International 
Relations: Ongoing Debates and Sociological Realities (Routledge, London, 2016).
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in this effort, is actively trying to identify and apply what he considers 
traditional political thought and world view (including Daoism, Confucianism, 
and tianxia) to the making of core Chinese theory.36 Finally, the use of 
the ‘peaceful rise’ concept since 2003 has encouraged Chinese intellectuals 
to defend the idea from a Chinese perspective. Philosopher Zhao Tingyang 
was one of the first to analyse tianxia in both a systematic and theoretical 
manner. His original motivation was to prove the impossibility of Immanuel 
Kant’s ‘perpetual peace’ concept in the current nation-state system, as 
opposed to the potential for perpetual peace with tianxia.37 Zhao describes 
tianxia as a system that considers peace from a global perspective based on 
global needs, rather than the needs of individual nation states. Some Chinese 
scholars have noted that the revival of tianxia thinking has been wrongly 
criticised as justifying Chinese expansionism, leading some to coin new 
terms such as ‘new-tianxiaism’ (xin tianxia zhuyi) and ‘new-worldism’ 
(xin shijie zhuyi) to overcome the limitations of old terminology.38

For now, at least two world views supporting China’s self-recognised 
‘proper behaviour’ in the region or in the international community have 
emerged. One is a more flexible and ideal type of tianxia thinking, the other a 
more assertive and rationalist type of Westphalian thinking. Both have 
been appropriated by Chinese policymakers when responding to different 
challenges. For example, China’s hypersensitivity to the slightest evidence 
of foreign interference in matters involving Tibet, Xinjiang, Hong Kong or 
Taiwan is often explained by some analysts in terms of China’s geopolitical 
concerns for security or economic interests. However, rather than expressing 
rationalist concerns, the PRC government is using arguments based on 
historical or cultural links, or the idea of external imperialism, to defend 
its actions in those four areas. Although China is exposing itself to charges 
of hypocrisy, its foreign policy is driven by a combination of tianxia and 
Westphalian thinking, each with its own constraints. This inconsistency 
and ambiguity has resulted in the four frontier areas neither understanding 
nor trusting China’s true intentions.

IV. Separatist calls from China’s four ‘frontier areas’

China’s claims of territorial integrity and sovereignty involve unilateral 
promises of ‘devolving power/rights and conceding benefits’ (fangquan 
rangli). Under the banner of its one-China principle, the CCP has attempted 

36 For example, see YQ Qin, ‘Relationality and Processual Construction: Bring Chinese 
Ideas into International Relations Theory’ (2009) 3 Social Sciences in China 69–86.

37 See (n 25).
38 JL Xu and Q Liu (eds), New Tianxiaism (Renmin Chubanshe, Shanghai, 2015).
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to nurture recognition of Beijing’s political authority by the four frontier 
areas, similar to what the Qing court wanted from inner Asian groups. 
Calls to reject the one-China principle are already strong in Tibet, Xinjiang, 
Hong Kong and Taiwan, triggering unilaterally imposed strategies from 
Beijing such as promises of economic development and political status. 
Other promises include the creation of autonomous regions, districts, 
and counties, ostensibly in the name of cultural preservation.39 Central 
government officials have funded infrastructure and industry projects in 
Tibet and Xinjiang for the dual purposes of integrating the three mainland 
frontier areas into the national economy, while concurrently encouraging 
the adoption of a greater China identity by minority groups.40 In the 
fourth, China continues to use various means to convince the Taiwanese 
that the ‘one country, two systems’ policy can benefit them, yet refuses to 
renounce its willingness to use military force should Taipei declare outright 
independence. One carrot that Beijing has offered is to allow Taiwan to retain 
a larger share of profits from cross-Strait economic exchanges, a reflection 
of China’s self-proclaimed status as an ‘elder brother’.41 Unfortunately (at 
least in the eyes of the CCP), significant numbers of individuals in all four 
areas refuse to follow the script that Beijing has unilaterally written – an 
action akin to refusing participation in symbolic rituals.

Four instances of resistance42

It is commonly assumed that calls for autonomy or independence by the 
four frontier areas are more similar than not. For example, some researchers 
emphasise the point that all four are in asymmetric power relationships 
with China, therefore from a simple power perspective it is tempting to 
predict that a rising China will eventually assert its control. Others argue 
that the four areas should continue to apply liberal values regarding their 

39 BK Park, ‘China’s Ethnic Minority Policy: Between Assimilation and Accommodation’ 
(2013) 41 Review of Global Politics 25.

40 State Council Information Office of the People’s Republic of China, ‘China’s Ethnic 
Policy and Its Practice’ available at <http://big5.xinhuanet.com/gate/big5/news.xinhuanet.com/
zhengfu/2002-11/15/content_630587.htm>; Q Guo, ‘Why Is Xinjiang Still a New Dominion?’ 
in BG Guo and D Hickey (eds), Toward Better Governance in China: An Unconventional 
Pathway of Political Reform (Lexington Books, Lanham, MD, 2010) 163.

41 ‘Wen Jiabao: Give Profits to Taiwan Because We Are Brothers’ China Review News 
(14 March 2010) available at <http://hk.crntt.com/doc/1012/5/8/8/101258806.html?coluid=7
&kindid=0&docid=101258806>.

42 It is not my intention to reduce the four frontier areas to a single socio-political entity. 
However, I believe it is legitimate to use the chosen events and views to illustrate how residents 
in each location, especially those who express a preference for separation, express their feelings of 
frustration in their dealings with Han Chinese or the PRC government by resisting participation 
in a multilateral framework based on the one-China principle.
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‘right’ to claim autonomy or independence, and to reject all interventions. 
However, such claims are at best instrumental, since each area relies to some 
degree on external support, which undermines the meaning of ‘autonomy’ 
and ‘independence’. Certain groups in all four areas describe their problems 
and frustrations in terms of excessive reliance on China, which interferes 
with their wishes to maintain bilateral rather than uni- or multilateral 
relationships with Beijing under the umbrella of the one-China principle. 
Other important differences among the four include the ethnic features 
and religious traditions of Tibet and Xinjiang compared to those in Hong 
Kong and Taiwan, and Xinjiang’s increasingly radical calls for independence 
versus Tibet’s request for autonomy. Further, unlike Tibet and Xinjiang, 
Hong Kong and Taiwan have large ethnic Han majorities, shared Confucian 
cultural values, and strong influences from Western liberal democracies. 
However, Hong Kong residents care more about institutional autonomy,43 
while Taiwanese are more concerned about national identity.44 Due to 
differences in their respective scenarios, a detailed examination is required 
to understand how a tianxia approach based on a bilateral relational 
ontology is possible (or not) in each case within the context of the current 
international system.

Tibet’s call for greater autonomy. Very different perceptions of the 
historical association between China and Tibet represent a major factor in 
their strained relationship. Beijing claims that Tibet has been part of China 
since the Yuan dynasty (1271–1368), when it was under the rule of Mongol 
nomads and not Han Chinese. In support of this assertion, in 1992 the 
Chinese government published a white paper entitled ‘The Belongings 
of Tibet’s Sovereignty and Tibet’s Human Rights Condition’.45 Beijing 
ascribes the problem of Tibetan independence to foreign forces, Western 
imperialist intervention, and conspiracies, thereby making it a Westphalian 
‘national security’ concern rather than a cultural/ethnic/institutional issue. 

43 Participants in the September 2014 ‘Umbrella Revolution’ in Hong Kong described their 
demonstration as a civil disobedience campaign. Their main claim was that they were fighting 
for freedoms and democratic processes promised by the Chinese government under a ‘one 
country, two systems’ policy that is supposed to guarantee a significant level of autonomy for 
50 years. I regard the movement as emphasising institutional autonomy rather than national 
identity in terms of pursuing statehood, which is a central issue in the Taiwan situation. See 
H Beech, ‘Hong Kong Stands up’ Time Magazine (Asia edition) (3 October 2014) available at 
<http://time.com/3453736/hong-kong-stands-up/>.

44 There is admittedly some overlap. During the past decade, some KMT members and 
supporters have moved toward the DPP position.

45 ‘The Belongings of Tibet’s Sovereignty and Tibet’s Human Rights Conditions’ People’s 
Daily Online (22 September 1992) available at <http://dangshi.people.com.cn/BIG5/165617/ 
166495/10002864.html>.
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One year later, the Department of Diplomacy and Public Information 
of the Tibetan government-in-exile published ‘To Use Facts to Prove 
Tibet’s Truth’ in order to ‘re-correct’ wrong understandings of Tibet’s 
independent status and historical relationship with China.46 Based on the 
report, China at most had a suzerain relationship with Tibet, with nominal 
or symbolic recognition of China’s authority from the then-Tibetan empire. 
A close examination of the document reveals a discourse that resembles 
the relationship practised on the basis of a tianxia style of governance, 
with Tibet participating in rituals and benefiting from unequal economic 
exchanges. At one time, Tibet had considerable power and influence in the 
region and during the Tang dynasty (618–907) it was considered strong 
enough to convince the Tang emperor to offer two or more daughters 
for marriage to Tibetan leaders in order to reduce the potential for being 
invaded.47 According to one of the most influential Han Chinese writers 
on minority topics, Wang Lixiong, Tibet has justifiable reasons for claiming 
that its relationship with China was never as a local region within Chinese 
territory, but as an independent political entity within the Chinese court, 
although one with very low status.

Beijing and the CCP describe themselves as having done everything a 
country should do for one of its regions by ‘emancipating’ Tibetans 
from an ancient feudal system and providing financial support for regional 
development, but they have received nothing but animosity from ‘a few’48 
ungrateful Tibetans who prefer to give their allegiance to an exiled 
government under the Dalai Lama. Wang Lixiong believes that a major 
reason for this incongruity is that daily life in Tibet is ruled more by religious 
beliefs than by secular concerns:

What can be sure is that [factors causing ethnic conflict in Tibet] cannot 
be resolved by material or economic means, nor by ‘development’ … I 
believe the fundamental reason is that Beijing is taking an antagonistic 
position toward the Dalai Lama. The Dalai Lama is not simply a man – he 
represents a Dalai pedigree and Dalai system that holds together Tibet’s 
past five hundred years of history. In the Tibetan view of reincarnation, to 
be the enemy of a single Dalai is the same as being the enemy of the entire 
Dalai lineage, as well as against Tibetan religion and Tibetan ethnicity.49

46 There is linguistic competition between Mainland China and the Tibetan government-
in-exile.

47 LX Wang, Sky Burial: The Fate of Tibet (Mirror Books Ltd, Hong Kong, 1998) Ch 1.
48 Chinese authorities regularly use ‘a few’ when talking about members of any ethnic 

group who are considered hostile to Beijing.
49 LX Wang, ‘Dalai Lama is the Key to Tibet Problem’ available at <http://www.dalailamaworld.

com/topic.php?t=378>.
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As both the political and religious leader of the exiled Tibetan government, 
the 14th Dalai Lama has repeatedly stated that he only wants greater 
autonomy for Tibet, and could agree to Chinese control as long as Tibetan 
culture is preserved.50 On the surface, Chinese officials neither believe nor 
trust the Dalai Lama, and consistently accuse him of colluding with foreign 
powers in the long-term goal of Tibetan separatism.51 Whether one side 
or the other ‘owns’ the truth is immaterial; the two sides use different 
governance concepts in their dialogues, thus rendering the issue almost  
impossible to resolve. The Chinese government uses Westphalian logic to 
justify its claims of sovereignty and foreign intervention. This top-down 
attempt to convince the Tibetans to accept the importance of a united 
China is a Han Chinese concern that can be traced to the Republican era. 
Tibetans seem intent on convincing the Han Chinese government that 
their major concern is fear and frustration over assimilation and Han 
Chinese discrimination.52 Beijing’s tianxia method of giving economic 
benefits in exchange for further Tibetan acceptance of Chinese authority 
is made more complex by the unequal power relationship between the 
two, which makes it very hard for Tibetans to interpret Beijing’s unilateral 
consensus or its economic promises as anything more than new forms of 
humiliation tied to Han assimilation.

Xinjiang’s call for an independent East Turkistan. The religious and 
cultural confrontations between Han Chinese and both Turkic and Uyghur 
Muslims in Xinjiang share some similarities with those between Tibetans 
and Han Chinese. Uyghurs reject the name ‘Xinjiang’ as something that 
was forced upon them by the Qing emperor Guangxu in 1884 in recognition 
of China’s success in taking back the territory from Russia. The Uyghurs 
consider that return as a humiliating example of subjugation at the hands 
of Han Chinese and part of a long-term sinicisation plan that eventually led 
to brutal repression under the provincial government leadership of General 
Wang Zhen in the 1950s. Since then, Beijing has supported the movement 
of large numbers of Han Chinese to Xinjiang, and since 2000 it has enacted 
and executed a Western Development Plan.53 The Han-dominated central 

50 A North, ‘Dalai Lama: Hope for New China Approach to Tibet’ BBC News, Delhi desk 
(27 September 2012) available at <http://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-china-19739803>.

51 ‘To See through China: Challenges and Anxiety for the Tibet Problem’ BBC News 
online (5 November 2014) (Chinese version) available at <http://www.bbc.co.uk/zhongwen/
trad/china_watch/2014/11/141105_china_watch_tibet_tashi_phuntsok>.

52 W Tsering, Behind the Paradise (Shi Bao Publisher, Taipei, 2016).
53 Guo (n 40); QF Liu, ‘The Xinjiang Independence Movement under Ethnic Conflicts’ 

Military Abstract (13 October 2000) available at <http://www.omnitalk.com/miliarch/gb2b5.
pl?msgno=messages/557.html>.
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government describes its sinicisation programmes as efforts to ‘emancipate’ 
ethnic minorities through social and economic programmes designed to 
foster equality, unity and cooperation among all ethnic groups, especially 
between Uyghurs and Han Chinese.54 Xinjiang Uyghurs are more likely to 
use terms such as ‘ethnic massacre’ and to describe Beijing-created social 
and economic development programmes as examples of the exploitation 
of natural resources for Han Chinese development – perceptions that have 
fuelled additional economic and social inequality and ethnic conflicts,55 and 
that are viewed as contributing to several uprisings in 2009, an incident in 
Tiananmen Square in 2013, and the attack at the Kunming train station in 
2014.56

Turkic Muslims, who represent the largest population in Xinjiang, perceive 
themselves as having strong cultural affinities with Turkic Muslims in 
neighbouring central and western Asian countries. Historically, these 
affinities have never been translated into calls for building a nation state 
(unlike the current Xinjiang independence movement), but have instead 
produced ‘oasis identities’ emerging from individual regions, cities, and 
villages.57 A nationalist movement in 1933–34 resulted in the brief 
appearance of the Turkish-Islamic Republic of East Turkistan, which was 
overthrown first by Russia, and then by a regional Chinese warlord. 
Another independent state known as the East Turkistan Republic was 
established between 1945 and 1949 before being taken over by the Chinese. 
The ‘East Turkestan Islamic Movement’ (ETIM) established in 1993 has 
been identified by the Chinese government as conducting several terrorist 
attacks in Xinjiang, Yunnan, Shanghai and Wenzhou.58 Talk about an 
independent state is currently limited to an ‘East Turkistan’ rather than a 
large-scale ‘Greater Turkistan’ that would include Uzbekistan, Kazakhstan, 
Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan. Regardless of political borders, the region is 
filled with examples of strong ethnic affinity in terms of spoken and written 
language, religion, and cultural customs.59 These are being used by separatists 

54 YR Zhou, ‘The Road to Ethnic Harmony: An Analysis of Internal Causes to the Ethnic 
Issues in Xinjiang’ in BG Guo and D Hickey (eds), Toward Better Governance in China: An 
Unconventional Pathway of Political Reform (Lexington Books, Lanham, MD, 2010) 1834.

55 Liu (n 53); Zhou (n 54).
56 ‘After the Mass Stabbings at Kunming Station’ BBC News (16 July 2014) available at 

<http://www.bbc.com/zhongwen/trad/china/2014/07/140716_kunming_uighurs_carrie>.
57 JJ Rudelson, Oasis Identities: Uyghur Nationalism along China’s Silk Road (Columbia 

University, New York, NY, 1997).
58 ‘What is “ETIM”?’ BBC News (1 November 2013) available at <http://www.bbc.com/

zhongwen/trad/china/2013/11/131101_etim_uyghur_islam>.
59 SYD Haili, ‘Why I Support the Independence of East Turkistan (Xinjiang)’ available at 

<http://blog.boxun.com/hero/200804/seyyidxelil/6_1.shtml>.
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in Xinjiang (especially Turkic Muslims in the province’s southern section 
who moved there due to the influx of Han Chinese immigrants in the north) 
to establish an ‘imagined community’,60 and to make claims involving human 
rights violations to justify a broad Westphalian discourse that refutes China’s 
unilaterally imposed national identity. Even though Turkistan nation states 
were short-lived and the ETIM is regarded as representing a small minority of 
Turkic Muslims, they reflect long-held feelings of frustration with and fear of 
Han Chinese challenges.

According to an anonymous leader of a Xinjiang independence movement, 
the province’s relationship with the rest of China is problematic for reasons 
that transcend economic issues. He notes that the Chinese government has 
taken a complex mix of national and ethnic emotions, bonds, and feelings61 
and reduced it to expressions of extremist violence and terrorist activities. 
Supporters of Xinjiang independence interpret the movement’s use of force as 
instances of self-defence against Han Chinese repression.62 In the eyes of the 
Chinese leadership, the resurgence of ethnic separatism in both Xinjiang and 
Tibet threaten their official policy of a harmonious society and the integrity of 
China’s sovereignty and core interests. The two movements have also been 
described as reflections of a Western strategy to internationalise China’s 
domestic issues, and to contain Chinese power by drawing attention to human 
rights concerns.63 Wang Lixiong has observed that:

In the eyes of the Chinese Communist Party, the causes of the Xinjiang 
problem are always external, either from a conspiracy of international 
force, or from the instigation of local ethnic extremists. The Party never 
considers itself as having responsibility. But the truth is, Xinjiang problems 
made by the Party are greater in number than one might expect.64

Hong Kong self-governance. Britain took control of Hong Kong following 
the First Opium War (1839–1842). In 1984 it agreed to return the colony to 
China in 1997; as part of that agreement, the Chinese government agreed 
to let Hong Kong maintain its capitalist system for at least another 50 years 
within the constraints of its ‘one country, two systems’ policy. However, 
as it was in the British government’s interest to maintain ongoing political 

60 B Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism 
(Verso, London, 1983).

61 Liu (n 53).
62 See YZ Lai, ‘The Independence Movement of East Turkistan’ 647 New Taiwan (14 August 

2008) available at <http://www.newtaiwan.com.tw/bulletinview.jsp?bulletinid=84113>.
63 YN Zheng, ‘Xinjiang, Tibet, and China’s International Relations’ available at <http://

www.caogen.com/blog/infor_detail.aspx?ID=66&articleId=15822>.
64 LX Wang, My West Land, Your East Country (Locus Publisher, Taipei, 2007) 61.
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and economic influence after 1997, the last British governor, Christopher 
Patten, tried to promote a representative electoral system, which the British 
themselves never used in Hong Kong during its 100 years of colonial control. 
This required negotiations with and concessions by Beijing to establish the 
1990 Basic Law for Hong Kong, which established a system of direct and 
indirect elections. Chinese officials continue to describe Patten’s efforts as an 
attempt to interfere with Hong Kong’s development after Britain relinquished 
control, and they blame the UK for today’s conflicts between Mainland 
China and Hong Kong citizens.

At least two voices have emerged. One demands that the Chinese 
government give Hong Kong the privilege of self-governance (zi zhi); the 
other wistfully calls for a return to a British style of governance. Both 
voices reflect dissatisfaction with the ways that China has enacted its ‘one 
country, two systems’ policy, which is another example of an imposed 
unilateral consensus. While Hong Kong residents appear to be willing 
to give the policy a chance to work, they have gradually become more 
assertive in challenging what they believe to be its significant shortcomings. 
A growing number of residents are openly expressing their aversion  
to being called Chinese, preferring instead to describe themselves as  
‘Hong Kongese’ – a clear response to what they perceive as an imposed 
identity. Others openly express a preference for British citizenship, which 
they seem to believe signifies a kind of cultural superiority. To a significant 
number of Hong Kong residents, China’s unilaterally imposed ‘one country, 
two systems’ policy is too centralised. While the Hong Kong government is 
described as having the authority to make autonomous decisions, it is clear 
that all decisions require approval from Beijing.65 Accordingly, Hong Kong 
activists believe that they are only demanding the self-governing autonomy 
that they have been promised. Other concerns relate to practical issues 
regarding quality of life, living expenses (especially housing), and other 

65 An increasing number of Hong Kong residents, especially below the age of 30, are 
expressing dissatisfaction with Beijing’s manipulation of Hong Kong government personnel 
and interventions into Hong Kong politics. The Umbrella Movement protests in 2014 are only 
one example. These individuals are especially angry about Beijing’s insistence on choosing all 
candidates for the 2017 Chief Executive election. The protestors view this as interfering with 
the right of self-governance implied by the ‘one China, two systems’ principle (see ‘Pro-
Democracy Group Shifts to Collaborate with Students Protesters in Hong Kong’ New York 
Times (27 September 2014) available at <http://www.nytimes.com/2014/09/28/world/asia/
pro-democracy-protest-in-hong-kong.html?_r=0>). However, from Beijing’s point of view, the 
election proposals issued by the Chinese government are the same as those for elections of the 
National People’s Congress and the National Committee of the Chinese People’s Political 
Consultative Conference – two examples of ‘democratic centralism’ (see LK Yang and J Yan, 
‘Democratic Centralism and CCP’s Organizational Morphology: Analysis Based on Ecological 
Adaptation’ (2016) 2 Socialism Studies 80–5).
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day-to-day matters rather than identity issues. Clearly, being anti-Beijing 
in Hong Kong has a very different meaning from being anti-China in Tibet 
or Xinjiang.

Chen Yun, one of the most vocal leaders of the self-governance movement, 
argues that there is no need for Hong Kong to have a close political or 
economic relationship with China, since the city has sufficient resources to 
exist independently. A similar point was recently made by the Scottish 
National Party (SNP), which led the campaign for a referendum on 
whether Scotland should renounce its status as part of the United Kingdom. 
During the months preceding the referendum, the SNP argued that 
‘Independence will mean the people who care most about Scotland – the 
people who live in Scotland – will be making the decisions about our 
future.’66 However, there are clear differences in the relationship between 
the two entities calling for independence or self-governance and the 
countries that they would break away or distance themselves from should 
they succeed. According to the SNP campaign, an independent Scotland 
would ‘keep the Queen as our Head of State and the pound as our currency. 
There will continue to be close links with the rest of the UK, and we will 
remain part of the same family of nations.’67 In other words, the SNP did 
not advocate breaking the identity or symbolic consensus that Scotland 
shares with Britain. In contrast, many members of the self-governance 
movement in Hong Kong do not visualise an equal partnership with China, 
but a relationship built on a sense of superiority that challenges the Chinese 
government’s lack of a democratic culture.68 In this view, China’s imposed 
unilateral consensus regarding ‘one country, two systems’ must be discarded 
as false. Some members of the Hong Kong self-governance movement 
are clearly uninterested in the symbolic meaning of being part of ‘one 
China’. In this regard, Hong Kong residents share an important similarity 
with people living in Tibet and Xinjiang in the sense that while they may not 
outwardly refute the one China principle, they also never show any interest 
in being part of one China, or in helping to construct a single China in the 
future.

However, in terms of ethnicity and cultural affiliation, Hong Kong 
residents still maintain Chinese traditions regarding food, raising children, 

66 SNP, ‘Choice: An Historic Opportunity for our Nation’ (no date) at <http://www.
sermosgaliza.gal/media/sermosgaliza/files/2013/02/11/yes_-_choice.pdf> 7.

67 Ibid 11.
68 Discussions of how Chinese people feel about the negative opinions expressed by Hong 

Kong residents can be found on many website forums. See, for example, a summary of such 
comments in ‘Hong Kong People in the Eyes of Mainlanders’ Independent Media Hong Kong 
(19 December 2013) available at <http://www.inmediahk.net/node/1019683>.
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language, and family values, among many others. As news analyst Chen 
Yishan has observed,

Hong Kong has never been a frontier place of under-developed civilization. 
Hong Kong began its [democratic] election process in the late period of 
British governance; its rule of law surpasses most Asian countries. Since the 
Cold War, this place has been the freest place among all Chinese societies.69

The lives of Hong Kong residents are filled with significant challenges. 
For example, housing prices in Hong Kong are skyrocketing, which many 
locals view as evidence of Beijing’s tolerance of collusion between local 
zaibatsu (‘conglomerates’) and government bureaucrats.70 Further, many 
Hong Kong residents believe that China’s ‘free individual travel’ policy, which 
allows Mainlanders to visit Hong Kong with few restrictions, has resulted in 
further constraints on living space and sharp increases in commodity prices. 
Perhaps most important is the perception that government corruption has 
become much more serious since Hong Kong returned to Chinese control. 
These problems are easily attributed to the central Chinese government, 
thereby supporting Hong Kong residents’ assertions of undemocratic, 
backward, corrupt, and coarse Chinese governance,71 as opposed to newly 
idealised images of British governance as lawful, progressive, incorruptible, 
and sophisticated.

Significant differences can be found in the ways that Hong Kong 
residents and the Chinese government view sovereignty (zhu quan) and 
governance (zhi quan), with the former treating them as separate issues 
and the latter treating them as one. Therefore, when Hong Kong protestors 
emphasise independent governance, Beijing views such demands as 
violations of Chinese sovereignty.72 There is little hope of major conflict 
being avoided when Hong Kong residents resist central government 
intervention in the 2017 chief executive election, since Beijing refuses 
to consider the possibility of any candidate who might support decisions 
that are in any way inconsistent with its major policy positions; all 
aberrations will be considered national security threats.73 Thus, while 

69 YS Chen, ‘The Clash of Civilizations under the Hong Kong Umbrella’ Tian-xia Magazine 
(1 October 2014) available at <http://opinion.cw.com.tw/blog/profile/210/article/1914>.

70 See the Central News Agency’s report on 17 March 2015 at <http://www.cna.com.tw/
news/acn/201503170201-1.aspx>; or Voice of America’s report on 18 March 2015 at <http://
www.voacantonese.com/content/hk-scholar-on-anti-parallel-traders-protest/2685245.html>.

71 For an example of ‘angry youth’, note the Mong Kok clash of January 2016, a violent 
confrontation between protestors and local police.

72 XL Ding, ‘The Cause of Hong Kong’s Political Conflicts: Disagreement between 
Sovereignty and Governance’ Financial Times (the Chinese version) (29 August 2014) at 
<http://www.ftchinese.com/story/001057955>.

73 Ibid.
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Beijing’s ‘one-China, two systems’ principle is inspired by a tianxia 
overlapping of self-governance and sovereignty, in practice relations 
with Hong Kong are dictated by national security concerns regarding 
perceived interference by foreign forces. Since Hong Kong residents do 
not share the same concerns, they cannot accept having a chief executive 
who rubber-stamps decisions passed down from the CCP or Central 
Committee. For a significant number of Hong Kong residents, ‘national 
sovereignty’ refers to diplomatic relations and national defence issues – both 
well out of the realm of responsibility for a Hong Kong chief executive. 
But Beijing is clearly worried that Hong Kong’s independent-mindedness 
will serve as a springboard for demands for ‘human rights’, ‘citizen 
rights’, ‘political participation’ and ‘self-determination’ – four concepts 
that it associates with interventions by ‘external powers’.74 Once again, 
Beijing is trying to spin its policies as sincere unilateral concessions in 
support of an outlying population, concessions that it believes deserve 
respect and appreciation. In the minds of Hong Kong residents, China’s 
unilateral actions represent oppression and control.

Taiwan’s growing anti-Chinese nationalism. Until the mid-1990s, Taiwan’s 
relationship with Mainland China was framed by divisions between the 
CCP and KMT. Both parties claimed to be the legitimate government of all 
China, therefore when Taiwanese political leaders talked about independent 
sovereignty, they meant ROC sovereignty, which entailed decisions made by 
a National Unification Council and Guidelines for National Unification. 
According to those guidelines, the ROC government asserted that both the 
mainland and Taiwan were parts of Chinese territory, and that establishing 
a democratic, free and equitably prosperous China was a responsibility 
shared by all Chinese people.75 According to this view, claims of ROC 
independence were not aimed at separating Taiwan from China, but bringing 
together the two entities without the CCP being in control. A bilateral 
consensus exists today because the two sides have accepted the idea of one 
China, but they disagree on who should represent it.

Starting in the late 1990s, the Lee Tenghui-led KMT government began 
constructing a new Taiwan identity based on anti-Mainland sentiments. 
During this period, he worked with the opposition Democratic Progressive 

74 This primarily refers to UK and US intervention. J Simpson, Hong Kong and China: 
Growing Apart?’ BBC News (November 2012) at <http://www.bbc.com/news/world-
asia-20461829>; XY Li, ‘The Influence of Hong Kong’s Call for Independence Cannot Get 
Anywhere’ (2014) 2 Global People at <http://paper.people.com.cn/hqrw/html/2014-01/16/
content_1378445.htm>.

75 Available at <https://law.wustl.edu/Chinalaw/twguide.html>.
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Party (DPP) to revise the ROC constitution76 so as to allow direct presidential 
elections – a revision that China viewed as a conspiratorial movement 
toward national independence. Lee described Taiwan’s link with China as 
a special state-to-state relationship. He also referred to the KMT as an 
‘alien’ authority, changed ‘Republic of China’ to ‘Republic of China on 
Taiwan’, and promoted ‘New Taiwanese’ awareness and community.77 
Based on these changes, Taiwan began treating the previously cherished 
KMT version of the one-China policy as an externally imposed idea to be 
replaced with an indigenous approach belonging to the Taiwanese people. 
Beijing viewed these changes as violations of a shared one-China policy 
and evidence of foreign intervention. During this period, the US altered 
its cross-Strait policy from one of passively preventing crises to actively 
intervening in response to China’s rising power.78 Also during this period, 
right-wing organisations in Japan convinced their government to use 
relations with Taiwan to balance China’s rising power in the region.79 
Both pro-independence and pro-unification Taiwanese continued to 
express their willingness to join a US–Japan alliance to compensate for 
their concerns over unequal power with China. This reliance on foreign 
powers reflects two needs on the part of Taiwan. The first is the need to 
bolster its bargaining power. There are some similarities with the ways 
that the Tibetan government-in-exile has tried to establish and maintain 
international relationships. The second is to use a democracy discourse 
to construct an identity of difference so that Taiwanese (along with 
Hong Kong residents) can portray themselves as undeniably different from 
Mainland Chinese. Identities of difference are much easier to express in 
Tibet and Xinjiang due to their respective ethnic compositions.

After the repatriation of Hong Kong, China expressed great confidence 
that its one country, two systems policy would be accepted as a model 
for Taiwan reunification.80 This unilateral confidence was based on three 

76 WS Zhang, ‘The One China Principle and the Definition of Cross-Strait Relations’ 
(1999) 4 Taiwan Research Quarterly 1–5.

77 YH Li, ‘The Idea Background of the Deadlock in Cross-Strait Politics’ (1998) 1 Studies of 
International Politics 94–8; JH Yang and ZC Wu, ‘The Essence of Lee Tenghui’s Mainland China 
Policy and Its Impact on the Cross-Strait Relations’ (1996) 4 Jiangsu Social Sciences 56–61.

78 XT Yan, ‘The US Taiwan Policy and the Intense Situation of the Taiwan Strait’ (1996) 
10 Outlook 1; BX Zhao, ‘The Taiwan Issue: An Important Factor Affecting Sino-American 
Relations’ (1997) 1 Journal of Peking University 1–12.

79 ZB Yuan, ‘Some Thoughts on Recent Developments in Japan–Taiwan Relations’ (1998) 
9 World Economics and Politics 1–3.

80 SM Dong and CM Zhou, ‘Hong Kong’s Return and Cross-Strait Relations’ (1997)  
4 Journal of Northeast Normal University 1–5; CW Sun and M Hou, ‘Successful Practice 
of “One China, Two Systems” in Hong Kong and the Taiwan Issue’s Solution’ (1999)  
6 Journal of Northeast Normal University 1–4.
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factors: China’s belief that Taiwanese would feel a sense of national 
pride;81 its success in making room for a non-communist system in 
Hong Kong; and the belief that due to geographic location, Taiwanese 
investment in China would help create a shared economic community. 
In the minds of central Chinese government officials, these factors should 
be sufficient to convince Taiwan that reunification would only bring 
benefits. What they did not expect was the lack of acceptance of the 
one country, two systems idea.82 That policy holds little attraction for 
Taiwanese, who also view themselves as being very different from Hong 
Kong residents, especially in terms of Taiwanese democratisation efforts, 
which are perceived as being free from Beijing’s control.83

Under its unilateral unification principle, China is currently using 
two approaches to lure Taiwan into a bilateral relationship. The first is 
adherence to the ‘92-consensus’ that China wants to use to create a greater 
sense of shared Chinese identity. This ‘consensus’ refers to a meeting  
of non-official representatives of China and Taiwan held in 1992. The 
motivation behind the meeting was to side-step political disputes in 
support of practical business and economic concerns that were unresolved 
at the time due to the lack of official contact – another example of a false 
(perhaps in this case temporary) ‘unilateral consensus’ on issues outside 
of economic exchanges. Pro-independence supporters in Taiwan do not 
accept the existence of such a consensus, an idea they ascribe to Su Chi, 
the former Minister of Mainland Affairs. Su Chi has since admitted that 
he created the term ‘92-consensus’ on his own in 2000.84 Based on the belief 
that acceptance of the idea implies acceptance of the one-China principle, pro-
independence Taiwanese (especially members of the DPP) have completely 
rejected the concept. In contrast, the KMT insists that the 92-consensus is 
a valid idea, but it also argues that the one-China principle is open to 
interpretation and discussion. In the minds of the most conservative KMT 
members, ‘one China’ still refers to the Republic of China. It remains to be 
seen how this particular issue plays out following the election of a DPP 
candidate as President. Tsai Ingwen made no mention of the ‘one China’ 
idea in her inauguration speech, and has previously proclaimed adherence 

81 FM Guo, ‘On Hong Kong’s Return to the Motherland and the Concept of “One Country, 
Two Systems”’ (1997) 3 International Studies 26–32.

82 This observation is based on data provided by the Mainland Affairs Council of the Republic 
of China (Taiwan). See <http://www.mac.gov.tw/public/Attachment/9111414515848.gif>.

83 IS Chen, ‘Despite Constant Comparisons, HK Democracy Has Little Bearing on Ours’ 
(15 October 2014) The China Post.

84 ‘Su Chi Admits Creating the 92-consensus on His Own’ Apple Daily (22 February 2006) 
at <http://www.appledaily.com.tw/appledaily/article/headline/20060222/2420410/>.
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to a ‘status quo’ policy of cross-Strait relations while playing down the 
idea of the 92-consensus. It will be interesting to see how the DPP 
modifies its cross-Strait relations policy in a way that acknowledges 
Taiwan’s de facto independence while de-emphasising the idea of a 
bilateral consensus.85

Beijing’s other approach is to expand current economic exchanges in order 
to make unilateral economic concessions that help to create a foundation 
for later bilateral exchanges. Two theoretical arguments support this uni-
bilateral approach. The first is the possibility of establishing ‘common 
governance’, based on the principle of equal status and driven by non-state 
actors. According to this view, cross-Strait relations leading to common 
governance (gongtong zhili) can emerge from low-level cooperative efforts. 
According to Liu Guoshen, common governance by definition should not be 
constrained by high-level political issues, since governance (zhili) ‘is a model 
through which government, citizens, and some civil social organisations 
manage their relations through cooperation and negotiation, whereas 
government (tongzhi) uses its political authority to govern, and thus has 
greater limitations’.86 A second theoretical argument is based on the 
regionalisation concept of economic spillover: common interests that emerge 
from economic integration ultimately create pressure for two sides to make 
decisions that support their long-term protection. Since political separation 
may be costlier than political integration in the long run, integration may 
eventually become the best choice for both sides. In the cross-Strait situation, 
both governments hope to take advantage of the impacts of economic 
relations on political relations to increase trust and promote cooperation.87 
However, China’s attempts to improve relations by unilaterally initiating 
bilateral economic exchanges are not encouraging Taiwan political parties 
to make any significant policy changes in support of the one-China 
principle. Instead, they appear to be discouraging one of the main parties,  
the KMT, from altering its position regarding China due to the strong sense 

85 See ‘“What is Taiwan’s Status Quo?” Lee Teng-hui Says: Taiwan Is Not Part of 
China’ United Daily News story, (18 June 2016) available at <http://udn.com/news/
story/6656/1770016-%E3%80%8C%E4%BD%95%E8%AC%82%E5%8F%B0%E7%8
1%A3%E7%8F%BE%E7%8B%80%EF%BC%9F%E3%80%8D-%E6%9D%8E%E7%
99%BB%E8%BC%9D%EF%BC%9A%E5%8F%B0%E7%81%A3%E4%B8%8D%E9
%9A%B8%E5%B1%AC%E4%B8%AD%E5%9C%8B>.

86 GS Liu, ‘On Cross-strait Co-governance in the Context of Cross-strait Peace and 
Development’ (2009) 4 Taiwan Research Quarterly 1–7.

87 S Keng, ‘Understanding Integration and ‘Spillover’ across the Taiwan Strait’ in G Schubert 
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of anti-Chinese nationalism being expressed by the Taiwan electorate.88 
It is unknown whether the Chinese leadership is also taking that electorate 
into consideration when formulating its unilateral approach.

V. Conclusion

A primary motivation for this article is to show that the survival of ‘the 
Chinese Empire’ from the Qing dynasty, to the Republic of China, to 
Communism can be conflated with temporal and spatial considerations 
that are reflected in the coexistence of traditional Chinese relational and 
modern IR individualist ontologies. In this discussion of China’s failure to 
procure positive responses from four ‘frontier areas’ during a period of 
rising political and economic power, I analysed China’s unstable bilateral 
relationships with the four entities in terms of a long-term unilateral 
consensus approach with roots going back to at least the Qing dynasty, 
which was characterised by a relational ontology involving a tianxia 
governance world view. However, the period immediately following the 
end of the Qing was marked by calls for learning from the West in order 
to protect the then-weak Chinese civilisation from further intervention by 
foreign powers. The influence of the tianxia ideal did not die during this 
transformation. Instead, the tianxia and Westphalian discourses continue 
to coexist and exert different impacts on relationships between Beijing and 
the four frontier actors.

The coexistence of tianxia thinking and Westphalian sovereignty 
concerns opens the door to the largely unexplored question of how Beijing 
has tried (and often failed) to manage its relations with peripheral areas. 
I tried to show how, in the context of tianxia thinking, frontier areas are 
supposed to have more flexibility for negotiating their individual bilateral 
relationships with the ‘Chinese emperor’, as long as both sides continue to 
practise symbolic rituals. According to such a scenario there is no need for 
united territories, diplomacy, joint security policies, or unified economic 
systems as required by a Westphalian approach. In a Westphalian context, 
all frontier areas must participate in a multilateral framework headed by 
China to protect the country against security threats, mostly from Western 

88 Evidence can be found in the potential alliance between the 2014 Sunflower student 
movement and pro-Taiwan independence supporters. The two groups cooperated to oppose 
KMT efforts to pass legislation on economic policy toward Mainland China without going 
through the standard hearings process for such proposals. Regarding connections between the 
student movement, Taiwan independence supporters, and anti-Chinese sentiment among 
Taiwanese, see K Chao, ‘The Future of Taiwan, Now Meeting Many Obstacles: An Observation 
and Reflection on the Sunflower Movement’ (June 2014) 95 Taiwan: A Radical Quarterly in 
Social Studies 263.
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imperialist forces. However, coexisting tianxia and Westphalian thinking 
can easily lead to confusion in negotiations with each of the four frontier 
areas, as China tries to use unilateral methods of devolving power and 
conceding material benefits to encourage the four frontier areas to accept 
a one-China policy.

As China continues to follow a ‘unilateral consensus’ approach 
requiring cooperation, growing numbers of younger citizens and ethnic 
minorities in the four frontier areas are expressing dissatisfaction and 
refusing to be constrained in a multilateral framework built around the 
one-China principle. Analysed in terms of these constraints, the question 
‘What is China?’ must continue to be interpreted in relation to different 
ethnic, religious, institutional and identity concerns. In Tibet and Xinjiang 
such concerns involve sentiments of resistance and detachment from Han 
Chinese culture; in Hong Kong and Taiwan they involve perceptions of 
superiority and purposeful distancing. Pro-independence supporters in 
Xinjiang and Tibet tend to identify the unequal relationship between 
Han Chinese and ethnic minorities as a major motivation, while pro-
independence supporters in Hong Kong and Taiwan tend to use Beijing’s 
lack of support for democratic principles to justify separation. Xinjiang and 
Taiwan are much more forceful in terms of considering full independence, 
while Tibet and Hong Kong focus on political autonomy and reduced 
interference from Beijing. The relationships of all four with China must be 
examined in terms of coexisting tianxia and Westphalian principles 
rather than a Westphalian context alone.
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