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Explaining the Endurability of the Hierarchical International
Order in Ancient East Asia:
From the Perspective of the Political Potential Energy under
China’s “Grand Unification” Rule
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Abstract: An asymmetric and hierarchical regional international order long existed in ancient East Asia.
The formation and long-term existence of this regional order were based on the political system and power
structure of the Chinese national regime. The “grand unification” political doctrine held by the Chinese nation
is the ontology of this regional order. China’s super scale and super strength supported the maintenance of
the Chinese “grand unification”, which in turn helped to preserve the asymmetrical and hierarchical relations
between China and neighboring regimes and the regional order. This regional order is regarded by the
Chinese as the fianxia world order. Tianxia is a Chinese cultural image or political ideal, not a real historical
existence. The concept of tianxia reflects the Chinese people’s view of order and power. Influenced by this
tianxia concept, Chinese rulers in the past dynasties pursued “grand unified rule”. Objectively speaking, the
“grand unification” system and political doctrine have created a triple political potential, which has helped
form and maintain the East Asian regional order between China and neighboring regimes. “Potential energy”
is a physics concept that refers to the energy generated due to positional relationships in a physical system.
“Political potential energy” refers to the strong and weak kinetic energy and interaction generated by different
ranks within the political system. High-ranking people often pull and control low-ranking people. Under a
centralized power system, the first political potential energy formed within the system is the “power” of the
central government relative to local forces. The central government can mobilize huge human and material
resources to develop frontiers, govern a large land, and maintain cohesion across a vast territory. The second
level of political potential exists between the monarch and local officials. It is the “power” of the supreme ruler
relative to local officials. In order to have the effective operation of the ruling machine, the ruler has created
a situation where the monarch and civilian officials co-govern the land. The third level of political potential is
from the perspective of the international system. With its vast territory and super strength, China has enjoyed
a strong “power” posture relative to its surrounding regimes. The stronger the Chinese national government is,
the more stable the regional order would be. The larger and more consolidated the center is, the less likely the
regional order would be in decline. Despite gradually coming to the terms of the Western international order
and its changing domestic governance practices, the Chinese have retained the ideas of “grand unification” and
tianxia. This ideological concept still affects how the Chinese view the world and deal with other countries.
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