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Abstract

This article explores two non-Western philosophical traditions as potential global  

philosophies in overcoming international anarchy. It starts from the acknowledgment of  

an unprecedented moment of global uncertainty, whose effects are already felt in the  

form of polycrisis and ultimately existential for humanity. From this, the inability to  

suitably manage the global uncertainty of Western globalized liberalism and realist  

views on International Relations will be addressed, highlighting the flaws of their  

philosophical roots and especially state-centric international anarchy as their  

cornerstone. Then, the notions of Tianxia and Dharma will be studied as possible  

alternatives to that failed model in their capacity to picture a global sovereignty that  

could deal with pressing global challenges. Finally, the open question of the  

transcultural potential of these perspectives will be shortly approached.

Keywords:

#InternationalAnarchy #Sovereignty #Uncertainty #Polycrisis #Realism #Liberalism 

#InternationalRelations #Dharma #Tianxia #Transcultural #PoliticalPhilosophy
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The contemporary global landscape is characterized by many uncertainties, ranging 

from economic volatility and political instability to environmental crises and 

technological disruptions. These uncertainties, especially the latter ones, pose 

significant and unprecedented challenges to the existing international order, generally 

described as an anarchical system where sovereign states operate without a central 

authority. While providing states with autonomy and a sense of self-determination, this 

inherent anarchy where states prioritize their security and interests often results in 

competition and conflict, as a first glance at the international arena would confirm. 

Thus, the increasing unpredictability and interconnectedness of global issues necessitate 

a reevaluation of this international system, an overcoming of itself and its defining traits 

that make it unable to confront the exceptionality of our current conjuncture. 

After insisting on the novelty and threat distinction that characterizes today’s global 

uncertainty, this work will focus on two major theories that have dominated the 

international order discourse: realism and liberalism. These Western-based bodies of 

thought will be deemed unsuitable in the analysis and diagnosis of our time and in the 

attempt to find proper solutions to global issues. Therefore, what is needed is a different 

outlook that ultimately manages to compel across countries and cultures, a transcultural 

way of thinking that can challenge dominant attitudes towards the global arena and goes 

beyond the shortcomings of the rules-based international order proposed by Western 

liberalism to override anarchy and its latent flaws.

In terms of structure, the work will follow the line of argumentation, with its central and 

most significant part dedicated to the non-Western concepts of Tianxia and Dharma and 
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their traditions of thought, highlighting their potential to represent an overcoming of 

international anarchy and their suitability to deal with global issues of a specific nature. 

Previously, in the first chapter, the current moment of global uncertainty will be 

analyzed and described, underscoring its uniqueness in human history and its existential 

character. The second chapter will delve into the Western tradition, especially in IR 

theory and its philosophical basis, and will study some of the causes for its incapacity to 

manage the current moment. After that, the third and central part of the work will 

follow, accompanied by a shorter fourth chapter in which transculturality will be 

considered and briefly evaluated. Finally, a conclusions section will terminate.

2. The unprecedented moment of global uncertainty

2.1 Introduction to the chapter

A concept that crucially revolves around the global age of today is uncertainty. To be 

sure, uncertainty has had a myriad of meanings across the academic spectrum in a wide 

range of fields, such as economics, ethics, statistics, and international relations, to 

mention just a few. Then, what lies beyond the enunciation of such a word remains 

unknown when there is no theoretical frame backing its use. Each entails a series of 

assumptions, epistemic outlooks, and distinct spheres of reality that make the 

unification of the term seem unworkable. Nevertheless, one can speak of the term in a 

general sense by realizing and abstracting its implications.  

Uncertainty and its different understandings will be closely looked at in the following 

pages. But what about global uncertainty? Here, the implications of the word “global” 
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would leave out certain realms where uncertainty plays an important role. Still, it does 

so at a micro and isolated level and, therefore, does not apply to the global idea central 

in this work. Thus, considering global uncertainty will play a significant role throughout 

the present chapter, it would be convenient to expose what it means by embracing it. 

The use of global uncertainty here is guided towards the exposure that there is 

uncertainty today involving the whole globe (or the whole human world). This 

uncertainty, as shown, is, in reality, formed by different kinds of uncertainties that will 

be separately addressed; it is by the conjunction of these different uncertainties that a 

special type of uncertainty, unique to today’s world, arises. To be sure, it is essential to 

remark that no explanatory concept is trying to be coined in this work by the use of 

global uncertainty as a trigger for its central theme, which is the study of non-Western 

perspectives on international anarchy and the possibility of overcoming its frame and 

the limitations attached to it. Instead, contemplating this global uncertainty aims to 

make a diagnostic assessment through a merely descriptive concept. This concept will 

be supported by several arguments and the examination of different areas of uncertainty, 

but one that will ultimately have a merely descriptive vocation.

In this manner, the chapter will attempt to showcase the different aspects that yield this 

global uncertainty. At the same time, the case will be made for this specific moment of 

global uncertainty to be unique in the history of humanity and, in a way, irreversible. In 

laying out these intuitions and backing them with different sources, this part of the essay 

will help prove the necessity to look now with new, other eyes since the reality that the 

world is already facing does not have a previous analogy that can be turned back to. 

Hence, the novelty and inescapability of this moment press the button for other potential 

perspectives that are more suitable to confront it.

9



2.2 Knightian Uncertainty

Before exploring the phenomenon of global uncertainty and its traits, it is essential to 

consider closely what the concept of uncertainty and its multidimensionality signifies. 

Many authors have typified uncertainty in multiple and varied fields such as psychology 

(Kahneman, 1981), economics (Bradley & Drescher, 2013), International Relations 

(Rathbun, 2007), or even physics, meteorology or engineering. However, what is 

relevant here is to grasp a minimal notion of the term, one that can be transported lightly 

to the state of world affairs in various aspects but also as a general description, allowing 

for the use of “global uncertainty.”

One of the fields that is more relevant to this chapter’s vision and one that has 

considered uncertainty throughout the last century, although not consistently (something 

which has fueled contention and endless debate within the discipline),  is that of 

economics and, especially, finance. First, uncertainty is understood to be in 

contraposition with risk. Economist Frank Knight famously distinguished between risk 

and genuine uncertainty in his landmark study Risk, Uncertainty, and Profit (1921), 

where he related generating economic profit with making entrepreneurial decisions in a 

context of permanent, fundamental uncertainties (Mousavi and Gigerenzer, 2014). 

There, he describes risk as an instance in which it is possible to calculate expected 

outcomes and make decisions using statistical models, thanks to knowledge of the 

probability distribution. Conversely, situations where these probabilities and their 

distribution are unknown or unknowable are characterized by uncertainty, a vision of 

uncertainty that would later be known as Knightian Uncertainty. Therefore, the absence 
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of quantifiability marks a key distinction between risk and uncertainty. This is 

something that Keynes himself shared in his General Theory, as he admitted the 

precariousness of specific knowledge about future events, and therefore, about its effect 

on interest rates or investment yields, and more so in the long term (Stohs, 1980). 

Keynesian understanding of uncertainty implies then that some future events cannot be 

predicted with any meaningful level of confidence, as they may arise from novel or 

unique circumstances with no historical precedent.

In this sense, Toma et al. (2012) depict risk as a situation where there's a chance that a 

desired outcome could be changed unexpectedly, and uncertainty in opposition is 

described as the circumstance where the decision maker cannot identify all or none of 

the possible events that could occur and even less is he able to predict the likelihood of 

their occurrence. The authors then define a state of uncertainty as “a set of conditions 

and factors, unidentified and unpredictable in terms of occurrence and evolution (…)” 

(Toma et al., 2012). The outtake for this study of these visions on uncertainty would be 

the lack of grip in which uncertainty immerses the knowledge of any situation. What 

transpires this narrow definition of uncertainty is the realization of not holding a place 

from which the outcomes can even be considered, the potentiality of events, and 

distortions remaining hidden to the human spectator. Next, a brief overview of 

examples in global affairs where uncertainty is gaining prescience will follow to 

illustrate the conjuncture in which the globe finds itself.

2.3 Forms of Global Uncertainty
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Climate Uncertainty

This type of uncertainty is one of humanity's most compelling challenges. Climate 

change and its implications are increasingly being felt across the globe, and its 

devastating consequences are increasingly being felt worldwide. Furthermore, this 

problem raises the serious possibility of a significant shift in human life as it is 

organized today, with large amounts of the world’s population exposed to extreme 

weather events and more than a third exposed and vulnerable to these events in South 

Asia and Sub-Saharan Africa (World Bank, 2024). 

The complexity of the climate system is closely linked to the uncertainty around it. It 

rests, Curry (2011) says, on “the huge number of degrees of freedom, the number of 

subsystems and complexity in linking them, and the nonlinear and chaotic nature of the 

atmosphere and ocean” (Curry, 2011). From the complexity of the matter and the 

understanding humans have of it, it is hardly impossible to avoid permanent 

uncertainties, ignorance and c, and cognitive biases. Uncertainty arises in multiple ways 

and can be problematized separately. However, this will be sufficient to signal where 

the uncertainty is spurred.

Since humans contemplated the notion, climate uncertainty has always existed. This is 

because we have never completely understood the probability distribution function of 

climate, making it impossible to foresee many events that have abruptly changed the 

environment where humans live. In fact, meteorology as a science always functions 

with an inherent uncertainty (Gilliam et al., 2015). 
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This uncertainty, indeed, has constantly been present. However, what is of interest to 

this work is the realization of an aggravation of the uncertainty surrounding climate and 

the difficulty in estimating its impacts, including extreme weather events, sea-level rise, 

and ecosystem disruptions. The IPCC Sixth Assessment Report (2021) highlights the 

increasing complexity and regional variability of climate impacts that emissions and 

subsequent global temperatures can cause increase. Therefore, this rising uncertainty 

regarding the knowledge of climate impacts puts humankind in a previously unknown 

situation, threatening to disrupt the continuity of “regular” life as it is known. As Blyth 

(2021) puts it, referencing the IPCC acknowledgment of the non-linearity of possible 

outcomes resulting from climate breakdown, “There is no mean, there is no average, 

there is no return to normal. It’s one-way traffic into the unknown.” (Blyth, 2021) in 

other words: uncertainty.

Technological Uncertainty

In recent years, the world has been experiencing a new technological revolution, 

boosted by artificial intelligence and the vast changes it has the potential to introduce in 

many realms of human life. The implications of these changes are still unknown as to 

their nature and scope, but what is certain is that they pose a serious challenge to 

established forms of organizing human activities and decision-making. 

Technological changes have historically impacted human relations and, therefore, have 

changed how economies work. AI's impact on a crucial field, such as the economy, is 

still unknown since some aspects of it are already reigning. According to the IMF 

(2024), almost 40% of the jobs in the world will be affected by AI, and in advanced 

13



economies, nearly 60% of the jobs will be exposed to it. The recognition of the inherent 

unpredictability of IA’s development due to its hyper-evolutionary nature (Bremmer & 

Suleyman, 2023) remarks the growing uncertainty around its effects and calls for 

governmental intervention in the form of regulation. 

In this manner, the impact IA can have on the economy and other fields of human 

activity is unknown and impossible to estimate, given a distribution of probability 

functions or any methods. Thus, IA is a relevant source of uncertainty that contributes 

to the current moment of global uncertainty, given its beyond-borders nature and the 

fact that it can profoundly transform how economies work (and many other aspects that 

we are not yet aware of) and, therefore, how humans continue to live.

Geopolitical and Economic Uncertainty

Geopolitics is another realm in which uncertainty plays a significant role and has 

experienced a surge recently. Its connections to economics are straightforward, as 

economic uncertainties linked to geopolitical tensions manifested in recent years have 

shown. Both aspects, alone or intertwined, represent significant uncertainty with global 

implications and may pose a serious challenge to human life in many places. 

Conflicts such as the war in Ukraine, undoubtedly a violation of international law, and 

the disruptions in global trade that followed, raising commodity prices worldwide and 

especially in low-income countries to the point of causing food crises, are a perfect 

reminder of the uncertainty around these matters, as the actions of states cannot be 

grasped statistically or reliably through a probability distribution function. Other 
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factors, such as US trade policies rooted in geopolitical competition (especially vis-a-vis 

China) and these decisions' consequences on supply chains worldwide, affect the global 

uncertainty surrounding these issues.

The World Uncertainty Index designed by Ahir et al. (2022) reflects this reality 

perfectly, recalling IMF’s Managing Director’s words in 2020: “ If I had to identify a  

theme at the outset of the new decade, it would be increasing uncertainty” (as cited in 

Ahir et al., 2022). The authors construct a comprehensive index that tracks mentions of 

uncertainty in Economist Intelligence Unit country reports, concluding that events such 

as the global financial crisis, political polarization, geopolitical conflicts, and trade 

tensions have provoked a significant increase in uncertainty since 2012 due to its effects 

on output, investment, and productivity may harm global economic activity (ibid). 

Therefore, realizing the increasing uncertainty around geopolitics and economic 

activity, it is possible to understand that the scope of the possible uncertain scenarios is 

immense and potentially extremely harmful to human life as it is known today. No one 

can predict how a declared open conflict between great powers will develop or when it 

will erupt. However, what is relevant and matters to this work is that the prospects for 

that to happen are more critical today than two decades ago, and the consequences it 

might have are likely more devastating than ever. This can only mean more uncertainty 

is added to the mix.

2.4 The Age of Polycrisis
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Once some of the most pressing sources of uncertainty and some of their traits have 

been highlighted, it is convenient to add to this layer another of even greater relevance 

in today’s world, one that directly connects with the unique moment of global 

uncertainty presented in this chapter. This new layer analyzes the intertwining and 

overlapping of these and other sources of instability (therefore uncertainty) and has 

received the name polycrisis in some academic and non-academic forums. 

Having been used earlier by complexity theorists (Morin & Kern, 1999) or 

sustainability scholars (Swilling, 2013), the use of the term poly-crisis by then-President 

of the European Commission Jean-Claude Juncker, who spoke of crises that feed each 

other creates a sense of doubt and uncertainty (Junker, 2016), at the time where multiple 

crises were hitting the EU in the 2010s, becomes a milestone. However, the term gained 

prevalence in the face of the Russian invasion of Ukraine in 2022 and the confluence of 

the different effects provoked by the war, climate change, and the pandemic. In that 

moment of multiple and entangled crises, scholars like Tooze (2022) or Lawrence et al. 

(2022) begin using the term in response to the need to grasp the intricacy of the 

situation, making the helpful term locally in specific spots where the crises' 

consequences could be felt more acutely, but ultimately being applicable at grasping the 

global situation in scope.

Therefore, while Tooze recognizes the interaction between economic and non-economic 

shocks “all the way down” (Tooze, 2022), he shares with Lawrence et al. (2022) the 

distinctive quality of the polycrisis that is given in their definition of it: “A global  

polycrisis occurs when crises in multiple global systems become causally entangled in  
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ways that significantly degrade humanity’s prospects. These interacting crises produce  

harms greater than the sum of those the crises would produce in isolation, were their  

host systems not so deeply interconnected” (Lawrence et al., 2022). This definition 

provides different takes that interest this work, emphasizing the threat to humanity’s 

outlook; polycrisis means that it is not only its separate parts, as they could have been 

described before, but the sum of which adds new issues to the whole. 

Interestingly, the core aspects of the definition include the move from a situation of 

systemic risk to actual crises (non-linear events) where minor problems quickly spread 

throughout systems; the interactions of combined crises are emergent, and their effects 

cannot be estimated by simply adding them; the scale of a global polycrisis affects the 

whole planet and/or all humanity; and, finally, a polycrisis may involve catastrophic or 

existential risks, significantly reducing the quality or sustainability of human life 

(Lawrence et al., 2022). These features relate to the kind of phenomenon that is being 

exposed here. The polycrisis approach considers features such as complexity and 

dynamic networks, nonlinear cause-effect relationships, causal processes across 

boundaries, and deep uncertainty as properties of the systems involved (ibid). This, 

through addressing the actual realization of possibilities, separates it from concepts such 

as systemic risk, defined as “the risk or probability of breakdowns in an entire system, 

as opposed to breakdowns in individual parts or components evidenced by co-

movements among most or all parts” (Kaufman & Scott, 2003).

Before reappraising the polycrisis concept, Homer-Dixon et al. (2015) explored the 

emerging causal architecture of global crisis. In their work, a new framework 

demonstrates how several stresses can interact to change the behavior of a single social-
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ecological system, how these kinds of shifts can co-occur in multiple largely distinct 

social-ecological systems to create a much larger intersystemic crisis, and how this 

more significant crisis can then quickly spread across numerous system boundaries to 

the global scale (Homer-Dixon et al., 2015). This type of study relates to later work by 

Lawrence et al. (2023), where they distinguish between slow-moving stresses (e.g., 

climate change) and fast-moving triggers (e.g., financial crises) and analyze some of the 

causal mechanisms involved in a global polycrisis, such as everyday stresses, domino 

effects and inter-systemic feedback loops (economic inequality, authoritarianism, 

weakened international cooperation…), that can push the global system out of 

equilibrium and into a “volatile and harmful state of disequilibrium” (Lawrence et al., 

2023). 

This analysis requires understanding the interconnections of the realized risks that 

constitute a polycrisis. It also raises awareness of the increased deep uncertainty in this 

specific crisis setting, where multicausality, non-linearity, hysteresis, boundary 

permeability, or “black swan” outcomes are defining properties. These features can be 

easily tracked today in conjunction with global events involving pandemics, violent 

outbursts, climatic disasters, etc. 

The acknowledgment by Hoyer et al. (2023) of a historical dimension to polycrisis, 

studying some that have been observed throughout the last centuries and the 

correspondent societal responses, seems convenient, as well as their defense of 

academic research focused on understanding long-term societal evolution and 

interactions between structural pressures and external stressors (Hoyer et al., 2023). 

Other studies, such as those by Zeitlin et al. (2019), analyzing the polycrisis moment of 
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the EU during the last decade, also illuminate the intricacies of this distinct sense of 

crisis, highlighting how these different crises have created poly cleavages, or multiple, 

cross-cutting divisions within and between member states, complicating political 

consensus and decision-making (Zeitlin et al., 2019). This would indicate a sense of 

reinforcement key to the current, inescapable moment.

However, what must be stressed here above all, and what distinguishes the current 

polycrisis moment from possible others, is the globalized nature of the issues at stake. 

The increase in interconnectivity and globalization pace has cumulative effects in the 

form of growing risks that tend to be global and are challenging to manage, especially 

those existential and systemic by nature, as stressed by the UNDP brief (2022) referring 

to the subsequent surge in uncertainty, “it is not just that existential risks are growing, 

but they are converging at faster rates and causing new types of tipping points across 

borders and across critical areas” (UNDP, 2022). In addition, as noted by Scheffer 

(2012), studying the anticipation of critical transitions, homogeneity, and 

interconnectivity (both crucial features of modern globalization) as a feature of elements 

conforming complex systems can lead these to be especially prone to rapid and abrupt 

change (Scheffer, 2012).

Therefore, what this globalized polycrisis moment brings is an unprecedented scale and 

scope for humans. Lähde (2022) reminds us how the unparalleled degree of connectivity 

makes this polycrisis moment unique, teetering on the verge of ecological disaster while 

coupling extreme inequality with enormous material prosperity (Lähde, 2022); and 

Homer-Dixon (2023) highlights an explosive rise in human population, material 

consumption, connectivity, and global environmental impact as markers of an 

unprecedented transformation in humanity’s circumstances (Homer-Dixon, 2023). 
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Previous work, such as that of Ulrich Beck, is of great interest and convenience in 

discussing the impact of the current poly-crisis moment on uncertainty. Although not 

using the still unused term, his idea of Global Risk Society (risk understood as non-

calculable uncertainty) resonates with the current conjunction in the sense that he 

regards new man-made risks such as climate change or nuclear disasters as defining 

non-calculable and non-insurable features of modern societies; increasing uncertainty 

due to their superior unpredictability and capacity to transcend spatial and temporal 

boundaries (Sørensen, 2018). Beck’s (2006) acknowledgment of uncertainties born out 

of human decisions and activities that transcend geographical and temporal boundaries 

leads him to call for a more cosmopolitan approach to governance (Beck, 2006), an idea 

that resonates with the core motivation of this work and will be further explored.

In this manner, the use of the term underscores the urgency to look at the present with 

new eyes and find new tools to face the challenges at stake. Historical continuity may 

not provide the most valuable ways to look at the present since its nature, due to the 

entanglement of different (man-made) crises, is novel. However, receiving criticism 

from various perspectives (Isikara, 2022; Subramanian; 2022; Sial, 2023; Ferguson, 

2023), polycrisis can be relevant as a means for grasping the uniqueness of the current 

critical moment and devising a way out of it. In sum, it is a technical concept to analyze 

specific concatenations of events more precisely. As Homer-Dixon et al. (2023) stress, 

the polycrisis' ultimate effects will only worsen if the concept is dismissed as a 

delusion; “in the end, reality always bites” (Homer-Dixon et al., 2023) 
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Thus, upholding this integral and interdependent view and being aware of its 

interdisciplinarity is a stark necessity today. Managing these issues by relying solely on 

independent research by enclosed departments is not only reprovable but unintelligent. 

As Wolf (2022) put it, emphasizing the impossibility of another approach once humans 

have created a world so interdependent, folly narrowness in facing these crucial issues 

“is to be precisely wrong rather than to be roughly right” (Wolf, 2022). Besides, the 

current situation is more than a temporary coincidence of crises; it is far more complex 

and dangerous, the understanding of which and its causal links remain shallow (Homer-

Dixon et al., 2022).

This chapter has explored different aspects in which humanity faces a growing sense of 

uncertainty to demonstrate how these interactions create a higher degree of uncertainty, 

ultimately conforming to an unprecedented moment of uncertainty at the global level. 

Apart from the ones previously developed, there are many other increasing risks, such 

as pandemics, financial instability, large-scale forced migrations, biodiversity loss, etc. 

Blending all of them in a highly convenient “whole” as that represented by the term 

polycrisis, with the recognition of it defining the current era, is of a great interest and 

determinant for this work. Establishing first the exceptionality of the challenges faced 

by humanity and their global appeal, it is then possible to explore how different 

political-philosophical outlooks might deal with them, as well as to understand why 

some of those perspectives might be unfit to cope with the pernicious effects of the 

current unique moment of global uncertainty.

3.  International anarchy and the instability of the liberal international order
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3.1 Introduction to the Chapter

Once one of the most striking features of the current state of affairs and its global 

dimension has been established, it is now the turn to look at the international political 

order that would have to face its potentially devastating consequences. In doing that 

exercise, analyzing its traits and the political and philosophical ideas that have backed 

that order, it will be possible to understand what it is that makes it unfit to deal with the 

inherent, incalculable but notoriously palpable uncertainty that surrounds the globe and 

hitherto the international arena. Therefore, as a study of practical political philosophy, 

this chapter will delve into the core of the political philosophy of Western globalized 

liberalism, as well as the dominant international relations theories that have marked its 

practice and foundational principles. Doing this is highly relevant for this work, as it is 

only through the realization of these flaws that alternative perspectives can be 

discussed.

The following pages will take international anarchy as the main feature of the liberal 

international order and the main feature of the most dominant perspectives that 

contribute to shaping it: realism and liberalism. These two perspectives will be closely 

examined since their influence on creating international architecture (arrangements and 

institutions) is paramount. Having complete comprehension of why these outlooks 

shape the international political landscape will then allow for a diagnosis of why they 

are also not the fittest in facing current levels of uncertainty at the global scale and, thus, 

why it would be beneficial to look for other perspectives that can help in dealing jointly 

with ultimately existential threats and challenges for all mankind.
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Accordingly, the chapter will include a literature review on anarchy within the 

international order and the liberal and realist perspectives. It will then attempt to prove 

the inadequacy of Western liberalism’s dominant philosophical view, which has already 

proven unable to work as a unifying global political philosophy to cope with challenges 

beyond borders and time. The core concepts and tools this outlook uses to address 

global issues are ineffective since they have also contributed to worsening 

circumstances that are now to be faced worldwide.

3.2 Anarchy and International Relations Theory

When discussing international relations and the ideas surrounding it, the concept of 

anarchy stands out as one that, if not defined, marks it from its very conception as a 

field of study. Many scholars have claimed its centrality in the international politics-

related realm (Herz, 1959; Gilpin, 1981; Art & Jervis, 1986) although, as a much-used 

term in the realm of global affairs, it has been subject to multiple contentions and debate 

(Milner, 1991; Donnelly; 2015), as many normative notions with profound impact on 

social reality provoke. Besides, its embrace by dominant theories in the field (e.g., neo-

realism) makes it a specifically convenient target for other perspectives. However, in 

precisely being one concept that fosters discussion and debates like no other in IR, it is 

translated into reality and, therefore, one that must be aimed at when discussing the 

possibility of a different international order backed by different constitutive principles. 

Understanding the concept's prominence is thus a mid-step to imagine other options to 

help overcome it.
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The origins of anarchy in IR discourse can (at least) be traced back to Hobbes’ account 

of relations among states, which proposes that they are held in a state of nature, which 

means a state of “war of everyone against everyone) (Hobbes, 1968). This state of war 

is understood as a known disposition to fight, not an actual constant fighting. In his 

view, the rules of survival are the ones reigning the law of nations, in analogy to his 

well-known account of the law of nature, and his conclusions lead to the idea that the 

incompatibility of interests between states and the dangers it brings cannot be avoided. 

Furthermore, according to Bull, it might be for the good that international anarchy is 

created by sovereign powers facing outward since those sovereigns are the ones that 

make social life possible by facing inward (Bull, 1981), as it is defended in his idea of 

the sovereign figure in analogy to a Leviathan.

Derived from the Hobbesian view, the idea of anarchy in international relations is 

related both to the absence of world government and to the global order based on the 

horizontal relation between nominally equal entities, and it is logically linked to 

sovereignty (Lechner, 2017); thus, anarchy is to be distinguished from hierarchy, a 

vertical arrangement between subordinate and superordinate units. From this 

explanation, what serves of interest for this work lies in the fact that the idea of 

international anarchy constitutes a focal assumption for broad theories of IR, which 

have dominated Western IR discourse during the last century and, therefore, have 

contributed to shaping the current international order. These theoretical families could 

be summed in realism and liberalism.
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Realist tradition in IR draws from an extensive tradition in the history of thought that 

could be dated back at least as far as Ancient Greece. However, one of the main 

contributors and undoubtedly the most influential in twentieth-century realism and neo-

realism is Hobbes and his anthropologically pessimistic account of the state of nature as 

a state of war. This vision helps the classical realist and neo-realist tradition build a 

body of thought with international anarchy as its starting point. These two branches of 

realism share four core assumptions: central units are states, and states seek power. The 

sphere of domestic politics differs from one of international politics, and the relations of 

states take place under conditions of anarchy; classical realists and neorealists arrive at 

different conclusions regarding the nature of global politics and the function of 

international anarchy by supplementing this core with various auxiliary premises (ibid).

Prominent classical realist theorists like Morgenthau, Carr, or Herz adapted Hobbes’ 

ideas. However, they understood anarchy more in terms of the disorder than the absence 

of a common superior. In this anarchical pre-condition, world politics is presented as 

fundamentally the struggle for power by states driven by states’ desire to ensure 

survival and security, “power politics.” Given this account, conflicts are inherent to 

world politics and therefore inevitable; according to Morgenthau (2014), the anarchic 

system compels states to engage in power-balancing strategies to prevent domination by 

any single state, maintaining a semblance of order (Morgenthau, 2014). Anarchy, for 

Morgenthau, is a permissive force rather than a deep cause, and man’s innate aspirations 

to dominate others, expressed in state behavior, are unrestricted without global 

governance (Pashakhanlou, 2019). This is also related to the security dilemma, where 

efforts by one state to enhance its security often threaten others, perpetuating the cycle 

of mistrust and conflict. However, the distinction between anarchy and hierarchy is not 
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theoretically essential in classical realism, as some realists also regard hierarchy as a 

central category for analyzing international relations (Leichner, 2017). This view on 

anarchy, which is still considered a fundamental feature of global politics and a pre-

condition for power struggle, is less ambiguous in the case of neorealism and Kennet’s 

Waltz work.

Waltz’s structural realism, also a highly influential stream of realism, shifts the focus 

from human nature as it is emphasized in classical realism and points to the 

international structure. In that structure, international systems are “decentralized and 

anarchic,” separated from the hierarchy, which is the kind of arrangement that domestic 

politics consists of; the distinction represents the fundamental distinctive aspect of 

international relations study (Waltz, 1979). The structural vision of global politics 

defended by Waltz can be summarized in his systemic theory, where each state is a 

“part” within a larger “whole,” therefore where actions are constrained by the state’s 

capabilities (relative power) and parallel to Hobbes’ description of the solitary 

individual in the state of nature, “ each state must procure for its survival alone […] 

generating security dilemmas and war” (Leichner, 2017). 

This assumption that each unit seeks its good and survival as grounds for action in a 

world where its security is not sure leads to these interactions that transcend the motives 

of separate states. More importantly, Waltz emphasizes the anarchical structure's role in 

shaping states' behavior so that “those who conform to accepted and successful 

practices more often rise to the top and are likelier to stay there” (Waltz, 1988; 92). 

Notwithstanding, Jervis (1978) also reminds how anarchy conduces to a behavior that 

leaves all concerned units worse off than they could be (Jervis, 1978; 167).  The 
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emphasis on structure, tied to the notion of the state as constrained elements within that 

defined structure, puts the idea of international anarchy in the center of global life and 

hinders the possibility of a different critical feature.

Both streams of realism briefly mentioned here underscore the condition of anarchy in 

international affairs. Despite multiple variations and different interpretations of what 

anarchy signifies within each theoretical framework, what is relevant here and familiar 

to most realist views is the central place conceded to international anarchy and its role 

in contributing to states' worries and motivations for security and relative power. This 

vision opposes the outlook needed to overcome current global uncertainties, as will be 

shown later in the chapter.

Another grand theory in IR that has taken the pre-condition of international anarchy as a 

cornerstone of its contribution is the liberal one, where anarchy is not in itself 

inescapable (it is itself manageable through human progress, institutions, and norms) 

but is present in the original state of nature. One of the founders of the liberal tradition, 

Immanuel Kant, sees the civil state as the analogous individual in the state of nature, 

where it would be wrong to force that state out of the international state of nature and 

enter a league of states (Kant, 1991; 104). Kant’s League of Free States, his proposal set 

i n Perpetual Peace for establishing an international rule of law and, therefore, an 

international public authority, is in sum an anarchical society “whose members, 

mutually independent juridical persons, are free to bind themselves to the authority of 

common rules, […] a pluralist anarchical society limited to the prevention of war” 

(Leichner, 2017). Therefore, a defense of interdependence reduces conflict and 

mitigates anarchy. Given Kant’s skepticism towards establishing a global state, it might 
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be easy to see the normative appeal of international anarchy as a pluralist framework 

(ibid). However, this “attractive” feature, argued here, could become an existential 

threat given the eventual specific circumstances posed by the global uncertainty 

moment. 

Other, more recent, and relevant accounts on liberal theory, such as that of Keohane’s 

and neoliberalism, assume even more stringently the fundamental aspect of anarchy in 

international politics. The description of the original international environment as one 

“peopled by egoistic, anomic states, pursuing their self-interest in a self-help system 

without any centralized authority” (Milner, 1991) clearly states how that view, standard 

to modern neoliberal IR theories also draws from a perspective that embraces 

international anarchy not just as essential to global politics, but as a systemic condition. 

However, interdependence can also mitigate this anarchy (Keohane, 1988). 

Neoliberalism, then, is different from realism and often uses economic models of 

cooperation like game theory, which stresses the role of institutions as rational 

incentives for cooperation, focusing on pragmatic mechanisms for managing anarchy. 

Authors like Kenneth Oye regard the centrality of what circumstances favor the 

emergence of cooperation under anarchy (Oye, 1985). In this manner, liberalism and 

neoliberalism aim to escape the pre-conditional anarchy where states initially operate. In 

any case, international anarchy still marks its whole vision and influences applications 

based on those views in actual practice, leaving the notion on the front page.

One feature shared in realist-neorealist and liberal-neoliberal accounts of international 

anarchy is the uncertainty dimension that it brings to the international sphere. This 

resonates with the previous chapter, where uncertainty in the geopolitical sphere has 

been addressed and signaled as more relevant than ever in its potential for destruction of 
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the human world in case of direct conflict between major powers. Thus, realism would 

see uncertainty in the epistemological sense since the actions of the others are unknown, 

and future potential threats are expected but not possibly anticipated. Hobbes stresses 

the lack of certainty of other states’ intentions and renders states as gladiators “having 

their weapons pointing, and their eyes fixed on one another” (Hobbes, 1989; 108), 

reinforcing mutual distrust. Related to this, for Michaelis (2007), it is the uncertainty of 

the bonds of community in the absence of the Leviathan that marks the epistemological 

limitations towards the future, which produces a condition of perpetual anxiety and it is, 

therefore, the condition of war itself (Michaelis, 2007). In the words of realist thinker 

Mearsheimer, “Uncertainty about intentions is unavoidable, which means that states can 

never be sure that other states do not have offensive intentions to go along with their 

offensive capabilities” (Mearsheimer, 2003; 181). This notion of uncertainty is at the 

heart of realism and is treated in several works.

In the case of Kantian liberalism, uncertainty is also present in the state of nature as 

envisioned by Hobbes, in this case since there might be interference between an 

individual’s freedom of choice given the finite nature of the space. The diagnostic is 

more optimistic here since establishing common laws and institutions may reduce this 

uncertainty. Similarly, in the neoliberal focus on rational choice and institutions, 

uncertainty is a problem of incomplete information between states, and where 

international institutions reduce transaction costs by constituting procedures for solving 

monitoring and compliance problems (Keohane, 1984). This liberal view on uncertainty 

is at the core of the Western liberal international order and will be somewhat questioned 

in the next section in the face of unprecedented uncertainty.
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The notion of international anarchy as a dominant view on IR theory, especially in its 

upholding by realism-neorealism and liberalism-neoliberalism families, has received 

criticism from different sides. Some have challenged its centrality in IR theory, taking it 

as a constructed and contingent concept (Donnelly, 2015); others consider it ambiguous 

and reductive, as being inconsistently defined (Milner, 1991); or even constructivists 

have attempted to adhere different meanings to the term, upholding a pluralist anarchy 

view. Despite the validity that these (and many other) critiques might hold, the 

importance here lies in the centrality that the notion has not in the object of study itself 

but in the preeminence that the concept has enjoyed in twentieth and twenty-first-

century international relations and the impact the liberal and realist views have had on 

the global architecture and therefore the actual responses that can be offered from that 

order to different challenges. The following section will delve into the notion of 

international anarchy inside the Western international liberal order and the nature of its 

possible responses.

3.3 Anarchy in the Liberal International Order: limitations in the face of global 

uncertainty

Having quickly reviewed the conception of anarchy in two of the most dominant 

theories in the field of IR, it is now easier to study its influence and presence in the 

factual international order and the way it can translate into an inability to cope with 

global challenges as the ones being faced today. The international liberal order, partly 

born in the aftermath of WWII but ultimately realized at the end of the Cold War 

(Mersheimer, 2019), is characterized by an emphasis on rules-based governance, 

multilateral cooperation, interdependence, democracy, free markets, and international 
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institutions, seeking to mitigate the anarchic nature of international relations as it is 

defended at the core of liberal and neoliberal views in IR. Besides, this order had a 

hegemonic figure in the US, playing a leadership role in economic, institutional, and 

military issues, and this hegemony of penetrated and reciprocal nature enhanced 

legitimacy through access and shared decision-making (Deudney & Ikenberry, 1999).

However, despite its aspirations of reducing risk derived from anarchy, many facets of 

the international liberal order underscore the persistent preeminence of international 

anarchy. Many circumstances illustrate how, even within this framework, the absence of 

a centralized authority and the prioritization of state sovereignty perpetuate an anarchic 

system. Some examples include selective adherence to norms like breaking the breaking 

of international law by multiple state actors; failure in multilateral organizations like the 

World Trade Organization (a milestone of free trade-liberalism) and the negotiations 

break-down or UN Security Council paralysis; non-compliance with international 

agreements such as the nuclear ones; the power asymmetries in liberal institutions; 

challenges from powers such as Russia’s annexation of Crimea; lack of enforcement 

mechanisms shown in limited scope of the International Criminal Court; or persistent 

security dilemmas. The list could be continued, although it is relevant here because all 

of its features highlight the absence of a central authority to enforce norms, ensuring 

that anarchy continues to define the system. States remain sovereign actors, prioritizing 

self-interest and power over universal adherence to liberal ideals. What it shows is the 

inability of the liberal option to overcome anarchy as its theoretical output defines it, 

therefore proving a particular weakness, perhaps inherent (Ikenberry, 2018), that could 

make it insufficient to cope with uncertainty that goes beyond experience in its spatial 

and timing nature.
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There is a common understanding of the decline of the unipolar moment in the last 

decades. Therefore, a growing body of literature argues in favor of a decline in the 

liberal international order (Ikenberry, Mersheimer, Kagan, etc). In addition, there are 

even critiques of the adequacy of the liberal international order as a notion to understand 

world politics (Glaser, 2019). Despite these critiques and the acknowledged decline that 

must be considered, the reality is that the liberal international order can still be 

perceived through the persistent centrality of the institutions it fostered and the primacy 

of the US as the first power, only now contested in that position by another (new) major 

power like China. Having said this, liberalism and the liberal order is still predominant 

in the international arena and in the form states interact (through multilateral 

organization), and thus it is convenient to point to its flaws in addressing global, 

prescient, issues and the uncertainty they suppose.

The predominance of anarchy in the international arena against the somehow vain 

efforts to mitigate it through the liberal paradigm does nothing but reveal its limitations 

as an organizational way to cope with global challenges. International atomism 

promoted by the emphasis on the existence of anarchy cannot be a useful outcome that 

deals with global uncertainty successfully. Already in the 90s, critiques like Booth’s 

(1991) pointed to the flaws of a dominant realist view that takes power and national 

interest within an anarchical society as its main focus in international world, contesting 

the deterministic logic and the state-centric approach as unfit for a political 

globalization moment that demanded a new framework (for him, that would be “utopian 

realism”) (Booth, 1991). In this sense, it seems fair to mention that many of the 

critiques of international anarchy embrace come from liberal authors themselves.
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In this vein, Hurrell, from a standpoint of defense towards the liberal international 

order, remarks the failure to address challenges such as the consequences of the rise of 

emerging powers (Hurrell, 2017) or the persistence of refugee crises, which reveal the 

existence of global inequalities and the failure to integrate displaced populations 

meaningfully into international norms and systems (Hurrell, 2011). Furthermore, he also 

stresses how the liberal global order perspective often ignores how institutions reinforce 

and perpetuate inequalities, especially from the viewpoint of weaker states (Hurrell, 

2005), creating more inequality and exacerbating economic uncertainty around the 

globe. These critiques of international institutions created to address functional 

challenges, such as the International Criminal Court and international criminal 

injustices, span from their inability to challenge persisting power inequalities and 

address those structural injustices of the international order (Vasiliev, 2019) to their 

existence as legacies of European Colonialism (Lu, 2023). Also, in 1994, 

Mearsheimer’s influential realist critique of international institutions’ failure to address 

power dynamics effectively is linked with the inability to manage global systemic risks 

(Mearsheimer, 1994). Similarly, Lake (2011) states that “in a wholly anarchic world, 

self-restraint is an oxymoron” and stresses how, for realists, “states pursuing power or 

even security under uncertainty necessarily implies zero-sum conflicts (Lake, 2011). 

Liberal tenets do not fully share this latter view, but it is still a product of anarchy 

discourse in IR.

In seeing anarchy as a global self-help system for individual sovereign states, realist and 

liberal accounts cannot provide valuable outlooks to confront challenges beyond 

borders or even question the frontiers between state and non-state territory (say, the 
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technological uncertainty that artificial intelligence poses). Beck (1996) is one author 

who emphasized that a liberal focus on sovereignty and economic liberalization 

undermined the collective action needed to manage global uncertainties while 

advocating for an alternative view on anarchy to the Waltzian paradigm, understood 

more as systematic interdependence (Beck, 1996). His point on the inadequacy of the 

liberal order could be seen in line with later critiques of globalization, such as the one 

formulated by Rodrik in The Globalization Paradox: Democracy and the Future of the  

World Economy (2011). However, he focuses more on the excessive embrace of free 

markets that hinder nations’ abilities to address transnational risks like climate change 

or financial crises. 

Nevertheless, what is that analytically, rather than practically, makes international 

anarchy unfit to cope with current global uncertainty? When looking for a relevant 

explanation, one must also go to the root that engendered the idea of anarchy in the 

international realm. In this case, it was Hobbes’s account of the state of nature and his 

description of the individual's life in that state, from where the analogy is taken in 

talking about the international arena and its anarchic condition. This ontological 

atomism can also be observed in Waltz’s neorealism analogies to micro-economy and 

rational choice in IR theory (Waever, 1997). Social atomism is also implicit in liberal 

accounts of the state of nature and the conception of the individual by its theory. From 

that, neoliberalism would base its emphasis on conditions for cooperation on the belief 

that states are atomistic actors (Grieco, 1988). This is a trait of the outlook proposed by 

liberal international order and the predominance of anarchy within it.
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Another analytical aspect that must be considered, a product of dominant international 

anarchy, is the emphasis on sovereignty. Despite the contested nature of the traditional 

notion of sovereignty, state sovereignty, as seen in the Peace of Westphalia of 1648 and 

its focus on principles such as autonomy, territory, mutual recognition, and control, has 

been the dominant perspective on international relations since its beginnings as a field. 

Authors like Krasner (2001) have questioned that notion, arguing that it has often been 

selectively applied and overridden by powerful states and international organizations, 

and it is better understood as an example of organized hypocrisy (Krasner, 2001). 

However, this does not preclude the notion of state sovereignty from being a dominant 

feature in the international arena and the IR theory that shapes the international order. 

At the same time, Krasner (2001) realizes that, even though globalization and 

transnational norms may alter the scope of states’ authority, they will not change the 

importance of sovereign states as the primary way to organize political life (Krasner, 

2001). 

However, emphasis on state sovereignty, no matter how flexible, might not be optimal 

for dealing with uncertainty that compels all humankind. Instead, global challenges 

require a model where states collaborate through flexible, overlapping frameworks 

rather than rigid adherence to sovereign independence, and therefore, a shift from state-

centric sovereignty is needed (Slaughter, 1997). Also, it should be remembered that 

“sovereignty is not some mystical cloud that either envelops the state entirely or 

dissipates completely; there are bits and pieces of asserted sovereignty” (Shue, 1997). 

What is relevant here is the importance of imagining a conception of sovereignty that 

goes beyond the rigidity of sovereignty as it is understood in the context of international 

anarchy by neorealists or neoliberals. In preserving strong state sovereignty above all 
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other principles, global challenges that demand global responses could be overlooked or 

ineffectively addressed, as is seen in the failure to meet Paris Agreement standards on 

CO2 emissions at a joint pace internationally.

 

Therefore, in considering the framework of international anarchy as a reflection of these 

views on isolated sovereign states and actors interacting with each other, it is hard to 

imagine a feasible way out of current global challenges, which need solutions that go 

beyond borders and avert the individualistic rational choice paradigm; in sum, other 

principles rather than international anarchy and what it entails in real international 

political life. 

Having explored in this chapter the origins of anarchy in IR theory and its effects on the 

liberal international order, as well as the inadequacy of upholding international anarchy 

(both practically and analytically) as the world faces unprecedented uncertainty, there is 

no room for, in the following pages, explore other philosophical perspectives that can 

contribute to the debate about how these challenges could be tackled globally without 

the preeminence of international anarchy as the main ordering principle.

4. Non-Western perspectives and international anarchy

4.1 Introduction to the chapter

In the following pages, this work will examine two non-Western perspectives and how 

they can encapsulate a political philosophy for the international sphere that differs from 

realist and liberal accounts of international anarchy and its implications. At the same 
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time, this will be done bearing in mind the unprecedented moment of global uncertainty 

and how these perspectives could help shape a response to those global challenges that, 

as this work defends, in order to be tackled successfully, need an alternative outlook 

than the sovereign state-centric currently dominating the international arena, marked by 

the prominence of liberal order at the end of twentieth and beginning of twenty-first 

centuries.

This analysis will be done by taking the concepts of Tian-xia (“all under heaven”) and 

Dharma, coming from within Chinese and Indian philosophical perspectives, 

respectively, as references in building cosmological views that can impact international 

relations and the global political philosophy behind them. These two concepts and their 

philosophical implications will thus be closely examined since they could constitute 

relevant alternatives to the failed Western-dominant liberal model that has been proved 

unfit to deal globally with the age of (potential) global polycrisis. Furthermore, the 

selection of these two concepts and the ancient tradition behind them is motivated by an 

acknowledgment of the potential colossal role these two cultures could play in the 

coming world order, as they occupy the first and second position in population terms 

and combined represent more than a third of world’s population. Besides, India’s fastly 

growing economy and China’s already established role as one of the two most 

extraordinary world powers confirm the adequacy of exploring aspects of their outlooks 

and contrast them with Western dominant views.

Focusing on two non-Western philosophies does not imply rejecting crucial work from 

within the Western tradition. However, in line with this work’s intentions, authors like 

Acharya (2014) have written in favor of a rethinking of IR where global experiences 

37



and perspectives are included in the field, arguing that the field of IR remains 

dominated by theories, methods, and perspectives rooted in Western history and 

thought, while non-Western perspectives have been marginalized (Acharya, 2014). The 

consequence of this phenomenon is that IR theory reinforces the power structures 

established during colonialism and global dominance, with Western theories claiming 

universality. At the same time, their frameworks are not aligned with non-Western 

philosophical traditions (Acharya & Buzan, 2007). Therefore, in tune with these 

authors, the chapter will try to situate some of these perspectives in the global IR 

dialogue, adopting a pluralistic view of what constitutes IR theory and the political 

philosophy behind it, assuming that “ relevant frontiers across which interactions 

between the non-West and the West occur are cultural rather than geopolitical and they 

do not necessarily correspond to the world of states depicted on political maps” 

(Puchala, 1997). At the same time, considering that non-Western thought has produced 

knowledge often within structures of power that promoted global imperial and colonial 

order (Shilliam, 2011), this chapter will not explore the original context from where 

those concepts emerged but rather their capacity to convey a relevant outlook into 

today’s moment of global uncertainty. 

4.2 Chinese Tianxia and Great Harmony over international anarchy

China’s philosophical tradition can be traced to more than two thousand years ago and 

has been enriched by several schools of thought of religious and non-religious nature. It 

is not in the scope of this chapter to undertake a genealogy of this philosophy or explore 

its multiple streams. However, it is convenient to acknowledge the antiquity and 

vastness of a long tradition like this to understand the limitations of this study and the 
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ad hoc nature of its intention. Some aspects have prevented Chinese thought from 

becoming IR theory, as Qin (2007) notes, including the lack of an international 

“consciousness” in traditional Chinese worldview, the dominance of Western discourse 

in Chinese Academia, or the absence of a theoretical core (Qin, 2007). Besides, as 

Dirlik (2010) reminds us, 

“Chinese scholars may insist on making distinctions based on memories of an earlier  

revolutionary experience or the textual legacies of an imperial past, but their foremost  

goal has been to accommodate and integrate into mainstream IR Culture in  

contemporary IR theory, much as the PRC seeks to integrate into a global system  

through which it seeks to achieve the goal of “peaceful development.” Under these  

circumstances, the insistence on “Chinese characteristics” reads not as a challenge to  

“Western” IR theory, but as a nativistic self-assertion to guard against loss of identity  

within it.” (Dirlik, 2010)

Notwithstanding, concepts like Tianxia and its worldview feature help conform to a 

Chinese IR theory; therefore, understanding the political philosophical implications is 

crucial to this work.

Firstly, the ancient Chinese concept of Tianxia (which means “space under the heaven”) 

is often translated as "All-Under-Heaven." However, it signifies much more than the 

natural world and a geographically defined area. Its philosophical origins embody a 

worldview that integrates political, moral, and cosmological dimensions. Emerging 

during the Zhou Dynasty (1046–256 BCE), Tianxia transcends a mere territorial or 

governmental system and proposes a global order based on shared moral principles, 
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collective governance, and the integration of diversity under a universal framework. The 

highest ideal within Tianxia is Datong, an ideal world of harmony and order between 

humans and nature, where morality and selflessness are the basis. In this manner, 

Tianxia is “both a physical and cultural concept, able to extend Datong to the natural 

world and to realize the ideal of “unity of the nature and the human” (ibid). As it can be 

inferred, the ethical implications of such a notion are strong enough to be righteously 

upheld in the international domain in the current situation. As it is also noticeable, 

Tianxia traverses the line between the domestic and the international. Therefore, first, 

the philosophical and ethical foundations of the concept of Tianxia will be explored to 

translate them to the international arena and discuss the potential implications in 

responding to current global challenges.

To understand the philosophical roots of Tianxia, it is necessary to acknowledge its 

cosmological and moral origins during the Zhao dynasty, which implies a moral 

construct of metaphysics. Deeply tied to Confucian ideals, it emphasized integrating 

morality, social order, and governance. It envisions a world where rulers uphold the 

virtues of benevolence and righteousness for the collective good. However, the 

“Heaven” that is referred to in Tianxia not only belonged to the highest ranks (royalty 

and nobles) but also to the multitude; besides, in a religious sense, the union of Heaven 

and man resulted from virtues shared by ancestries and god and, thus, there was a 

certain unity, also responsibility, between the individual and the cosmos that is reached 

through moral self-discipline (righteousness) (Junping, 2006). For this reason, over 

time, Tianxia evolved from representing cosmological unity to a sociopolitical 

framework. Later, in a nation-state model influenced by interactions with Western 
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modernity (ibid), it is still important to recover this original philosophical view and its 

potential implications.

Its ontological dimension is an important and distinct feature of the first conceptions of 

Tianxia. As Mingming (2012) reminds in his account of the evolution of Tianxia in pre-

modern China, the political ontology of Tianxia during the Zhou period was 

asymmetrical: while there was a specific geography based on territorial margins, the 

imaginary geography covered “all under heaven”; then, as there was no explicit theory 

of national borders, the realistic and imaginary (i.e. restraints and universal virtues) 

were seen as two sides of the same coin (Mingming, 2012). Therefore, there is a sense 

of inseparability (ontological restriction) between unities that are inherently related to 

each other, seeing the Tianxia system as an enlarged family whose guiding principle is a 

familiar bond (Qin, 2012). This sense is due to the vision of neither humanity nor the 

world being created by a naturally external God, thus creating a tradition of immanent 

transcendence that rejects the arbitrariness of order and encourages harmony with the 

orders of Heaven (Mingming, 2012). The holistic approach of Tianxia is to be embraced 

by current “optimistic” views on Tianxia and the possibility of a Chinese international 

order. 

Importantly, this ontology also entails a specific ethical component, which determines 

the ideal standpoint within the Tianxia system. Its connections with Confucianism give 

it specific prescriptions on the appropriateness of certain principles over others to 

achieve harmony. As a philosophy first understood by rulers, they were expected to 

“rectify themselves,” thus setting an example for the subjects of governance. This is 

also linked to the sense of collectivism that Confucianism reinforces, emphasizing how 

41



individual goals and aims must be subsumed into collective ones for the improvement 

of the economy and society of a country (Lin & Huang, 2014). The focus on collective 

aspects is linked to the ethical framework of Tianxia being relational, emphasizing the 

interdependence between individuals, communities, and states, and where cooperation 

and dialogue are prioritized over confrontation. Chinese political philosophy combined 

with ethics represents an alternative to metaphysics and substitutes the question of being 

with to be is to do; this, in contrast to the Western focus on “truth” and the mind, leads 

to a philosophical emphasis on “relations,” in that everything can be defined in terms of 

them and not necessarily in terms of “essence” (Zhao, 2009). This metaphysics of 

relations is linked to Tianxia and a political system based on harmony between peoples.

This key notion of relationality, tied to Confucianism, also translates into a mode of 

governance, resulting in “a process of negotiating sociopolitical arrangements that 

manage complex relationships in a community to produce order so that members 

behave in a reciprocal and cooperative manner with mutual trust evolved over a shared 

understanding of social norms and human morality” (Qin, 2016). Therefore, as the 

universal “All-under-heaven” notion implies, the inclusion and interconnection between 

the parts of a society can be extended to the global system of diverse cultures and 

societies coexisting peacefully under shared values. Tianxia extends moral 

responsibility beyond a single nation or people, treating humanity and nature as an 

integrated whole (Liu & Hang, 2006), creating a sense of cosmopolitan ethics that will  

be explored further below.

One author to emphasize the holistic nature of Tianxia vis a vis Western thought is Qin 

Yaqing. According to him, this worldview differs from the Western dualistic view of 
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the two opposites, where conflict is inevitably implied (Qin, 2007). Besides, in the 

dualistic philosophy, great harmony is impossible, while the holist view reconciles 

opposite elements that ultimately complement each other; therefore, while Western IR 

theory discusses the “international-ness” of world politics, Tianxia (with its physical 

and cultural quality aimed to realize the ideal of human-nature unity) holds a strong 

world view (ibid). This holistic worldview applied to global politics can be seen at odds 

with a liberal IR theory’s political ontology that emphasizes the existence of single units 

that interact under conditions of anarchy and whose aim must be to act rationally in 

order to mitigate its impact on the “state of nature analogy” of the sovereign-lacking 

international arena.

In line with this stream of thought, Chinese exceptionalism scholar Zhao Tingyang is 

the main contributor to the reappraisal of Tianxia as a political world philosophy for 

contemporary China and the possibility of it being the leading view in a globalized 

political philosophy. For him, there is a fundamental opposition in ontology between the 

Western dyad of self and other versus the Chinese holistic thinking (Cha, 2018). In 

considering wholeness and harmony as the necessary conditions for virtue understood 

as family ship, Zhao (2006) understands that anything against that is to be defined as 

politically unacceptable, “the first political mistake” and also, in line with the holistic 

ontology but also as an epistemological principle, views Tianxia a committing “us to the 

Oneness of the world as the intact wholeness that implies the acceptance of diversities 

as they are meant to be in the world” (Zhao, 2006).  This view then dismisses the 

“internationality” of world politics as is understood by liberalism and embraces a 

totality that respects diversity but has as its primary aim the harmonious functioning of 

“All-Under-Heaven.” 
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Nonetheless, mentioning the ordering aspect in the structural hierarchy, the implications 

of ancient views on Tianxia, and the importance of verticality in the political philosophy 

it later embodied is adequate. At first, Zhou’s conception of Tianxia held its linkages 

vertically and horizontally with the beyond; later, the Shang king’s notion was less 

comprehensive and held a notion of vertical mystic-oneness (Mingming, 2012). 

However, despite the hierarchical notion of “above” and “below” being central to 

Chinese cosmology and politics, it has to be understood in more relative and flexible 

terms than in the West (ibid). This points to the greater focus on harmony in the 

supposed Chinese order, where a sense of hierarchy is necessary but, at the same time, 

needs to integrate different views in forging relations between single parts. 

The philosophical view of the world shows the contrasting views on the hierarchy 

between the West and the Chinese political philosophy of “All under heaven.” In 

ancient Zhou’s views, the world was the primary and superior political entity and had 

leadership over the lower ones, in opposition to Western state views, which was the 

beginning of all political thinking (Zhao, 2009). This is a critical difference between the 

two traditions and inflicts the Tianxia notion with a sense of wholeness that is somehow 

more adequate to the type of issues that currently cross the globe in its entirety and 

endanger the perdurance of “regular” human life above it. Thus, a hierarchy consisting 

of all-under-heaven states and then families could be, at least in terms of the higher 

stance, more adequate than the Western one based on nation-states, communities, and 

individuals (ibid). The world's perspective needs to be introduced in the preeminent 

political philosophy of the globalized era, and the scope of its concerns should be above 

nation-states’ interests since the context compels more expansive units than just states. 
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In the same vein, Qin (2007) notes that Tianxia has a normative component that is 

global and hierarchical; such a view may then offer a positive alternative to the ‘inter-

nationalness’ of the Western system. Moreover, within such a system, order derives 

from ‘unequal but benign’ relationships (as seen in the ‘perfect Tributary system’ of 

Ancient China). Therefore, the hierarchical and ethical aspects of Tianxia are 

intertwined and could lead to a different understanding of traditional concepts in IR 

theory, conforming to a different world political philosophy to understand the 

international system.

From this, it is also important to treat the notion of sovereignty as it is at the core of the 

Western political tradition and, thus, the theory behind the liberal international order. 

Besides, the concept of Tianxia could help foresee a different view that moves beyond 

the limitations of national sovereignty. As Carlson (2011) notes, the Chinese foreign 

policy views on sovereignty have varied in time, from being more attached to the 

dominant notion of Westphalian sovereignty to a more flexible one during the last three 

decades, coincidently with the reappraisal of the Tianxia concept within Chinese 

academic discussion. The author also underlines how the incorporation of Tianxia in 

broader Chinese IR theories emphasizes relational and cooperative models over 

conflict-driven paradigms of Western IR, advocating a rethinking of global governance 

along moral and ethical lines (Carlson, 2011). This, notwithstanding, is accompanied by 

the acknowledgment that these “Tianxia-friendly” theories remain peripheral in official 

foreign policy practice and are far from being implemented. However, how this view 

could appear in reality is, as Carlson argues, closer to a world interpretation of Samuel 

Kim’s work on Sino-centric order, “a system of hierarchical harmony enforced by the 
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preponderance of power and virtue anchored in China,” and in which the principles of 

“national independence, national sovereignty, and national equality, upon which 

international law is built, were meaningless for the Chinese; they were repugnant to 

their sense of a universal state and civilization” (as cited in Carlson, 2011). Therefore, 

in this view, the state is seen as one part of a more significant entity, opposing the 

principle of sovereignty central to the Westphalian system and the implied logic of 

anarchy linked to it. This rigid notion of sovereignty in the international system could 

be altered by a perspective based on Tianxia.

Where does this Tianxia view lead in facing the current moment of global uncertainty? 

The theoretical aspects that have been previously reviewed serve as a basis for 

imagining how this non-Western perspective could overcome the limitations and 

weaknesses of the liberal international order in dealing with global issues that represent 

unprecedented challenges for the perdurance of human life. Once the Western dominant 

outlook proves unfit to cope with uncertainty that goes beyond borders and contributes 

to that increase of uncertainty, it has to be through the philosophies of different cultures 

that an attempted workable framework can be looked for. 

The move beyond anarchy is important because it is a necessary step toward managing 

uncertainties in the era of globalization. Internationality represented and enhanced by 

the United Nations, as Zhao (2006), is not world-ness and does not resolve the urgent 

question of a world institution (Zhao, 2006); it could even eclipse those fundamental 

issues that are pressing (Zhao, 2009). The global nature of the increasing problem calls 

for greater emphasis on the world and less on the nation-state units. Moreover, while the 

world political problem is not resolved, as Zhao argues, it will be a failed world, “and 
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there are so many world problems too major to be resolved by a nation, a region or by  

any international contract” (Zhao, 2006). Bearing this in mind, the Tianxia view comes 

into force as a legitimate alternative to the dominant Western worldview, especially in a 

critical global context.

Tianxia and its emphasis on the world as the key philosophical issue resonate as more 

adequate to world governance that deals with interconnected world challenges. On the 

political-philosophical side, it is urgent to assume the importance of the world as the 

highest concept from which others can derive. All different conceptions of Tianxia 

entail a “more expansive and inclusive approach to the world than is implied by the 

Westphalian system of absolutely separated and sovereign nation-states” and highlight 

the “commonness of humanity and shared belonging to the human community” (Yang 

et al., 2024). Furthermore, the current moment needs a holistic approach; in Zhao’s 

words (2009), “globalization has deeply involved all nations, societies, and cultures, to 

such an extent that nothing is left unaffected.” The current uncertainty affecting 

everything and encapsulated in the polycrisis age concept reflects the necessity of 

overcoming international anarchy. Tianxia’s embracement of a world order based on 

shared responsibility and the pursuit of harmony among diverse entities conforms to a 

compelling perspective. By shifting the focus from individual state sovereignty to a 

collective ethos of shared destiny, Tianxia provides a normative lens through which 

global challenges could be addressed more effectively and sustainably.

It is worth mentioning that the Tianxia view, when applied to a world order or IR 

theory, especially Zhao’s, has received much contention. As Callahan (2008) notes, this 

has been due to many reasons, such as philosophical weakness in the selective use of 
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Chinese classics, ethical concerns in the possibility of inclusivity statements actually 

masking a hierarchical nature, potentially marginalizing dissenting voices or those 

wishing to remain outside its fold; or the recreation of hierarchical dynamics from 

imperial China in a sort of neo-Hegemonic tendency (Callahan, 2008).  In fact, in a less 

pacific interpretation of the tianxia-framed vision of international order, the system of 

normative hierarchy would leave no space for any external arbitrator of normative 

principles that is not China (Carlson, 2011). While some of these critiques might have a 

partial foundation, the relevance of the argument here lies in the transcendence and 

urgency of the issues that are being faced globally and the need to view beyond the 

liberal international system since it is not delivering a viable framework to deal with the 

current context. 

Tianxia represents an enriching other with adequate nuances, like relaxing the 

assumption of inequality, containing many positive components, such as the holist 

approach, institutional order, and ruling by morality. There is also the possibility of a 

merge of visions; as Qin (2007) argues, “When international-ness is of less relevance in 

a globalizing world and individual equality of more significance in a more power-

diffusing world society, a combination of the Chinese and the Western, rather than a 

dichotomous division of the two, could provide insight for the development and even 

revolution of IRT” (Qin, 2007). However, the aim here is to highlight the non-Western 

alternatives in the context of the need to move beyond international anarchy. In that 

regard, Tianxia proves to be an interesting option.

4.3 Dharma and the relational cosmology to overcome International anarchy
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A different but somehow related perspective in the non-Western world that could 

confront traditional IR foundations from a political-philosophical perspective is the 

ancient Indian cosmology of Dharma. This key notion is deeply enrooted in the Indian 

philosophical (and religious) tradition. Thus, it has been interpreted and reutilized in 

many ways, no less importantly through the collision with other perspectives like the 

West, as happened during the British occupation of India, and in that, raising questions 

about its continuity (Palmer, 1955). However, its potential implications in IR theory and 

global political philosophy stand as relevant for this work in their capacity to question 

the precepts of international anarchy and constitute an outlook that could confront the 

current global challenges in a more suitable framework. Again, the aim here will not be 

to provide a comprehensive historical account of what this notion has meant in a 

genealogy style but to retrieve what is important in the face of the immense task at 

stake. 

Regarding IR theory, Indian philosophy has been entangled in a lack of discipline-

oriented growth. However, it has produced much work that could be labeled as 

“exceptionalist” or “subsystemic” in the sense that it operates from within the field 

(constituted as a Western field of inquiry) but seeks to apply the concepts and systems 

of thought to the specific local context of India (Behera, 2007). However, it is difficult  

for this “localist” type of understanding to surpass the frontiers of traditional IR theory 

and move into more universalist conceptions of IR since its disciplinary boundaries are 

“ontologically and epistemologically so constituted as to largely preclude this 

possibility” (ibid). This can explain why the state of the theory of Indian IR has been 

suboptimal and far from Western mainstream acceptance. The different reasons for this 
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are not within the scope of this work, but one of the aims is to consider the possibility of 

this theorization as something of inherent validity. 

Following Behera’s (2007) discussion on Indian IR, it is also interesting to recall the 

particularity of how Indian IR has used the notion of State. The author states the 

following three points as central in Indian IR theory: “the infallibility of the Indian state 

modeled after the Westphalian nation-state; a thorough internalization of the philosophy 

of political realism; and a ‘positive’ faith in the wisdom of modernity. Bounded by these 

limiting assumptions, the terrain of traditional IR stands severely depleted as it has also 

impeded its undertakings in theorizing IR” (Behera, 2007). This acceptance of the 

realist tenets on the centrality of the state and the focus on power politics constitute a 

symptom of the more than palpable Western influence in the Indian scholar world. As 

Behera underscores, “the domain of IR was bounded in a manner that India’s various 

‘traditional pasts’ got de-legitimized as a possible source of knowledge creation in IR. 

A positivist enterprise precluded a debate about what issues of inquiry could be 

included in IR and how its key concepts of nation-state, nationalism, sovereignty, and 

territoriality could acquire different meanings” (ibid). This “unawareness” of Indian 

historical traditions and political philosophy is, therefore, a sufficient justification for 

any research that would want to rescue different philosophical positions to those which 

have been mainstream in the last century. 

Following this fact, it is important to what Behera calls “Re-imagining IR.” This is not 

different from rethinking the theoretical foundations of the disciplines and creating 

alternatives to build knowledge with different tools and resources. The ones embarking 

on this re-imagination, then, “must question the implicit yet ubiquitous usage of western 
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standards to judge knowledge produced through non-western modes of thinking or at 

non-western sites of knowledge making” (ibid), especially since by defining what is 

“immutable” and “universal,” Western mainstream discourse silently dismisses any 

other option that puts into question its philosophical foundations. Related to this, 

Tickner (2003) emphasizes this contrast with Hindu traditional culture, stating how 

“contrary to the Western model of universality, which is premised upon a self-other 

binary in which the other’s agency and identity must necessarily be negated, Hindu 

culture’s universality does not require the suppression of difference, given that each of 

the particularistic identities that comprise it are view as legitimate and equal parts of a 

unified whole” (Tickner, 2003, p. 304). This approach to the differences between Indian 

and Western political and philosophical approaches can serve as a starting point for 

analyzing the different perspectives on international politics and the current moment of 

global uncertainty that the Indian notion of Dharma can provide.

Dharma is a central concept to Indian political philosophy and, intertwined with ethical 

and spiritual dimensions, provides a framework for governance, justice, and social 

order. According to the ancient texts, it is something that encapsulates the moral and 

cosmic order that sustains society and the universe. The fundamental definition of 

Dharma, which comes from the root “dhr”, which means "to sustain," is the moral code 

that upholds the individual, the world, and human civilization (Behera, 2021). Besides, 

as an alternative episteme, Dharma is solely acquired from the circumstances of life in 

all of its intrinsic diversity and not as a revelation from God (Shani & Behera, 2021). 

Contrary to Christian nominalist theology, Dharmic cosmology views the cosmos 

holistically and constituted by relationships between humans, gods, spirits, and other 
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sentient beings held together through Samhita. As a multifaceted concept, Dharma is 

also used at other levels, such as in the individual or universal/cosmologic aspect. 

Hence, the goal of Dharma is to establish and maintain social and individual 

circumstances that allow each person to explore their life's potential and realize it in 

ways that are appropriate for them, both within themselves and in their relationships 

with others. Dharma emphasizes “the interrelatedness of all human life, and in the 

interdependence of all social living,” as conflict cannot be eradicated entirely from 

human existence (ibid). As a cosmology, Dharma interrogates the anthropocentrism 

underpinning traditional IR by questioning the separation between the agential human 

subject and the environment in which the subject is embedded (Shani, 2021). What is 

seen here, then, is the undisputably ethical dimension that a starkly different ontology 

implies in considering the relationships towards others and the role that is given to 

them.

This difference in ethics can be summarized in relationality, a way to transcend the 

dichotomy of self-other or we-they, permitting a more nuanced understanding of the 

complexities at stake in the current world (Trownsell et al., 2021). Thus, Dharma can 

disrupt “the easy binary of self-other through the inter penetrability that becomes 

possible through the porous, contingent boundaries of components of relations” 

(Trownsell & Arian, 2021). The intertwinement with all the “others” (including not only 

persons but also ancestors, gods, plants, animals, earth, sky, etc.) has an ethical 

dimension that is the core of the Dharma concept and one that is significantly different 

from the Western perspective to become an alternative. As Shani and Behera (2021) 

uphold, “an engagement with Dharma leads to a radical restructuring of relations 
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between “self” and “other,” due to Dharma’s acknowledgment of the contradictory 

needs and desires as a part of human nature, and the disorder that is implied in the 

individual and ultimately the society in the intent to deny or suppress those 

contradictions (Shani & Behera, 2021). Badrinath’s account of Dharma expresses this 

integrative (but aware of diversity) outlook about how there is “no self-other division 

that is permanent, nor any division in one’s relationship with the others that is in 

principle irreconcilable” (Badrinath, 1993; 62). Hence, the possibility of reconciliation 

is open under Dharma’s law of morality, which represents respecting limits.

From this conception of interrelations, the conceptualization of international anarchy 

from a Dharmic perspective can be built. In the realist and liberal frameworks, world 

order is based on imposition and a dominant form of relationality through international 

relations. As Shani & Behera (2021) remind, “Relations between clearly delineated and 

territorially defined political units are premised on a self-evident distinction between an 

ordered, sovereign ‘inside’ and anarchic ‘outside’” (Shani & Behera, 2021) permitting 

the development of concepts such as anarchy, power, security, and even institutions 

such as war, diplomacy and international law. Once this is recalled, it is easier to 

distinguish the Dharmic cosmology from the Hobbesian-inspired tradition of IR since 

the former sees the human as a transcendent being, emphasizing turning inwards and 

thus constantly aware of its ethical responsibilities (Behera, 2018). Therefore, in 

translating this to international politics, Dharma liberates subjects (and ultimately states) 

from the necessary fear of the other, which precludes the anarchic international system; 

“an engagement with Dharma would help counter the logic of separation that leads to a 

very division between humans and their environment, which is at the very heart of our 

modern episteme, and suggest ways in which an alternate world order that foregrounds 
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the idea of the ethical responsibility of the individual, society, and the state, is possible” 

(Shani & Behera, 2021). 

In this sense, the concept of sovereignty is also questioned by a Dharmic political 

philosophy, which is a different path for relations among states. In Hindu traditional 

thought, as opposed to the posterior Westphalian notion of sovereignty, Dharma was 

considered the absolute sovereign of the state; “Dharma, thus acted as an independent 

impersonal moral force binding ‘individual,’ ‘community’ and the ‘king’ in one single, 

continuous thread. The role of each and everyone could be independently assessed on 

the framework of Dharma, but neither of them had the complete autonomous identity as 

their duty was shared” (Kumar, 2018). Besides, the authority was not explicitly linked 

to the territory but found its grounding in moral-social practices. Dharma permitted the 

co-existence of Empires, kingdoms, and other political entities based on “complex 

combinations of hierarchy and equality and not on the simplistic ‘Realist’ paradigm of 

internal hierarchy and external equality alone, thereby blurring the boundaries between 

the ‘internal’ and ‘external’ aspects of sovereignty” (ibid). 

In Dharma tradition, there is no sense of absolute power like the one represented by an 

all-powerful Leviathan that can resort to force within a territory, but a more conditional 

decentered kind of sovereignty. This can entail a conception of sovereignty as more 

plural and overlapping (Inayatullah & Blaney, 2004)), decentering the state unit from 

the central (atomistic) position occupied in IR: “A dharmic perspective questions the 

centrality of the sovereign state to the maintenance of order, peace, and security, 

preferring to view the cosmos holistically between […] all (that) form part of the great 

chain of being” (Shani & Behera). Understanding this difference is key in picturing how 
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international anarchy could be overcome and how this can prompt a fitter response to 

current global uncertainty.

Considering how a Dharma framework applied to international politics might represent 

a different, richer setting to the international anarchic system based on self-help and fear 

of the other, it then looks at how this different perspective could be a more suitable 

option in facing the current global challenges. Firstly, Dharma promotes actions aligned 

with the greater good by overcoming net zero and narrow views on self-interest. This 

principle is more than ever necessary in global politics, where this principle can 

encourage states to adopt policies prioritizing collective welfare over unilateral gains. 

For instance, international climate agreements can benefit from Dharma’s emphasis on 

mutual obligations and the moral imperative to protect the environment for future 

generations. Secondly, Dharma emphasizes ethical, relational responsibility and 

advocates for alliances based on shared ethical principles rather than mere strategic 

interests. This approach can inform the creation of global coalitions that address 

systemic issues such as poverty, health crises, and conflict resolution through 

cooperative rather than competitive mechanisms.

Furthermore, due to its potential to approach sovereignty differently, multilayered and 

overlappingly, departing from reductionistic realist accounts, a Dharma-influenced IR 

could provide a robust foundation for reimagining global governance structures. It could 

emphasize moral accountability for leaders and institutions, promoting transparency and 

ethical conduct. This framework can inspire reforms in multi-lateral organizations, 

fostering inclusivity and equity in decision-making processes. In sum, Dharma 

embodies a counterweight to the competitive, anarchic structures of the Westphalian 
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system, emphasizing interconnection, moral leadership, and universal welfare. Its 

different episteme can surpass the barriers imposed by realist/liberal frameworks and 

concede a new outlook toward the globalized human world. To conclude this section, 

and avoiding for concreteness sake the potentially dangerous partial understandings of 

Dharma, which has led to a rigid caste hierarchical system in modern India (Shani & 

Behera, 2021), what has been tried to remark in the previous pages is how Humanity, in 

the face of existential threats and multi and interconnected challenges, could advance 

toward a more peaceful and cooperative global order by incorporating Dharma-inspired 

ideas into international political structures. 

5. A transculturally legitimate future global sovereignty: unfeasible or 

unavoidable?

After studying two non-Western philosophical concepts and traditions and their 

potential to manage current global uncertainty, it is now the turn to explore these 

outlooks in their capacity to surpass the barriers of their culture. This analyzes if and 

how they could become a globalized political philosophy and confront the current 

uncertainties more adequately (and ultimately beneficial). Global transculturality, the 

idea of creating a global cultural synthesis that transcends local particularities while 

respecting diversity, has often been framed within Western paradigms of universalism, 

cosmopolitanism, or liberal internationalism. However, non-Western perspectives such 

a s Tianxia a n d Dharma offer profound frameworks for reimagining global 

transculturality, emphasizing interdependence, harmony, and ethical responsibilities. 

The opportunities and challenges common to these two perspectives will be highlighted 

to achieve this. Both Tianxia and Dharma present paradigms that move beyond Western 

universalism by emphasizing relationality, ethical responsibilities, and the value of 
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cultural diversity, although at the same time, as Dallmayr (1994) notes, it is important to 

underscore that it would be “a propitious moment for global philosophical dialogue, 

moving beyond stereotypes and fostering a richer understanding through the interplay of 

distinct yet complementary perspectives” (Dallmayr, 1994). In the same vein, it should 

not be the ultimate goal of this section to look for a merely Chinese or Indian version of 

dominant perspectives but to see how knowing all traditions are in themselves 

incomplete they can offer resources for the present (Delanty, 2018), and how they can 

become transculturally legitimate. Thus, it is intended in this section solely to explore 

the answer to the heading question. Or the contours of that answer. It is, by nature, a  

vast and open-ended question. Nonetheless, it is somehow adequate and coherent with 

the nature of this work to attempt to respond to it, albeit with the limitations imposed by 

this study.

Firstly, it is central to understand why there is a need for transcultural legitimation for a 

perspective to be valid in the face of today’s global uncertainty. Neither liberal 

cosmopolitanism nor realist outlooks have provided suitable global political 

philosophies that could be justified transculturally and promote a new form of 

sovereignty above the nation-state (Salamon, 2024). The failure of these projects can be 

explained in many ways. However, one of those could be found in the realist and liberal 

roots and their embrace of international anarchy as a starting point of consideration in 

international politics and relations among states. There is no doubt, and it has already 

been stated, how incompatible the insistence on an international system based on 

anarchy is with managing current unprecedented global challenges. At the same time, 

the nature of these challenges demands a global outlook defining the international order, 

one that can be legitimated transculturally; this is to say, that can be accepted across 

cultures and is set “within a realistic perspective of a pluralistic global society of 
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peoples governing themselves in a republican manner within their sovereign states” 

(ibid). Thus, the question of a transculturally legitimate global sovereignty is valid and 

necessary in this context.

Both traditions studied in this work share the overcoming of international anarchy and 

the alternative for an international world order with their characteristics. Furthermore, 

their principles have been reviewed and contrasted with Western mainstream views in 

IR theory. What rests then is the integration of Tianxia and Dharma principles into a 

framework that respects cultural plurality while transcending anarchical assumptions. 

Their forms of global sovereignty differ from the Western liberal cosmopolitanism 

style. However, they might deserve an opportunity to be explored as if they can be valid 

as global political philosophies given the pressing context.

Tianxia tradition, as a communal framework focused on relational equality, recognizes 

differentiated roles and obligations, contrasting with Western liberal equality's focus on 

individuals' ontological sameness. Equality is achieved by harmonizing co-dependent 

roles within a community rather than individual autonomy (Ouyang, 2021). Besides, the 

ethical aspect of the governance regarding Tianxia, prioritizing moral leadership, 

interdependence, and inclusivity, fosters the commonality needed for discussing cross-

cultural acceptance. The Tianxia model could be accepted worldwide in its equality and 

commonality through difference integration and lead to a sort of international order that 

could, under the threat of the current global uncertainty, deal better with its causes and 

effects as it would end with international anarchy and its incapacity to deal with the type 

of issues in question. There are concerns about whether it can achieve universal 

acceptance, given its deep roots in Chinese culture and history, and the possibility of 

these ideals being seen as tools for China's geopolitical strategy rather than actual 
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solutions (ibid).  Legitimation then could come in the form of both the necessity of new 

global frameworks and the pretty open features of the Tianxia model. 

Similarly, in examining the Dharma notion, an emphasis is also found on the ethical 

dimension and the cosmic order, with attention to the interconnectedness of all sentient 

beings and relational responsibility. Furthermore, it has been seen that another feature of 

Dharma is its flexibility in accommodating diversity within a unified ethical framework. 

It is also centered on sustainability and justice as components of global order, for 

acknowledging each part of the cosmos’ potential fulfillment. Therefore, considering 

the nature of these features, it is possible to see the transcultural potential within them, 

not less so for their differences compared to Western liberal individualism. At the same 

time, the Dharma tradition provides a different sense of sovereignty, which, in the face 

of global sovereignty, would overcome the limitations of nation-state sovereignty in an 

anarchic international world. This Dharmic sovereignty focuses on other aspects than 

merely discerning the “inside” and “outside” and opens the door for transcultural 

legitimation by scrutinizing how it can deal with current uncertainty.

In sum, what unites these two philosophical notions, anchored in non-Western 

traditions, regarding their possible transcultural legitimacy, would be their capacity to 

frame pressing, existential challenges to humanity in a manner in which uncertainty is 

felt less unattended. In addition, it has been hinted at how the normative aspect of these 

notions could be reconstructed into other cultural agents’ cognitive priors and identities 

(Acharya, 2004). However, suppose the many factors leading to today’s state of 

polycrisis are left managed by the current international political setting and the notions 

underpinning it. In that case, it has been seen that the answer will not be enough 

because the situation demands real legitimately global frameworks. Returning to the 

initial question of this section, the feasibility of transcultural legitimation of these 
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notions might be left to wonder and to actual real practice. Notwithstanding, there is 

less doubt about the unavoidability of a specific global framework (translated into 

global sovereignty) to be ingrained in the international order if a more suitable response 

to global issues is to be found.

Conclusions

This work has attempted to trace an argumentation sequence from understanding the 

current unprecedented moment of global uncertainty to studying how China and Indian 

philosophical traditions could help better understand international order, which 

suppresses international anarchy, to deal with those uncertainties properly. These latter 

are multiple and of a very different nature. However, all of them coincide in their 

globality, and, as it has been shown, they conflate with one another in a manner that the 

effects of their interrelation are more significant than merely the sum of them, in what it  

has been called polycrisis. This, accompanied by the acknowledgment of the 

inadequacy of Western mainstream theories in IR and their evolutions, liberalism, and 

realism, to deal with global threats of this sort, has paved the way to an exploration of 

two non-Western traditions and specifically in two of their concepts: Tianxia and 

Dharma. These two concepts help to picture the overcoming of international anarchy 

and its political-philosophical foundations, and they have been regarded as more 

suitable to confront these current challenges for their ontological, ethical, and 

sovereignty dimensions, among others. Furthermore, what has ultimately been explored 

in an open-ended way is their potential to become transculturally legitimate, a necessary 

step for any idea that aims to manage global issues.

As a study of non-Western perspectives in political philosophy and IR theory, this study 

contributes to the growing field of inquiry of “global philosophy” (Brooks, 2013), 
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dedicated to the exploration of how different philosophies could adapt to the global 

condition humanity has reached and the different interrogations that circumstance 

raises. It has served as a window to non-Western perspectives and illuminated the 

possibility of different conceptions from those embedded in the dominant Western 

outlook. Its open-ended nature and ambitious reach have hindered its accuracy and 

depth of analysis. Nonetheless, it leaves room for research that could follow in terms of 

exploring the applicability of these notions in actual international political life practice 

or how they could be adapted to the plurality of the world while they also help terminate 

international anarchy. In the end, the crux of the matter lies in realizing current 

uncertainty and its derivations concerning the globe in its totality. It will only be 

through the “globalization” of said realization that some kind of valid response will be 

possible. 

References

61



- Lin, K. W., & Huang, K. P. (2014). Moral judgment and ethical leadership in 

Chinese management: the role of Confucianism and collectivism. Quality & 

Quantity, 48, 37-47.

- Acharya, A. (2004). How ideas spread: Whose norms matter? Norm localization 

and institutional change in Asian regionalism. International organization, 58(2), 

239-275.

- Acharya, A., & Buzan, B. (2009). Why is there no non-Western international 

relations theory? An introduction. In Non-Western international relations  

theory (pp. 11-35). Routledge.

- Acharya, A. (2011). Dialogue and discovery: In search of International Relations 

theories beyond the West. Millennium, 39(3), 619-637.

- Acharya, A. (2014). Global international relations (IR) and regional worlds: A 

new agenda for international studies. International studies quarterly, 58(4), 647-

659.

- Ahir, H., Bloom, N., & Furceri, D. (2022). The world uncertainty index (No. 

w29763). National bureau of economic research.

- Beck, U. (1996). World risk society as cosmopolitan society? Ecological 

questions in a framework of manufactured uncertainties. Theory, culture & 

society, 13(4), 1-32.

- Beck, U. (2006). Living in the world risk society: A Hobhouse Memorial Public 

Lecture given on Wednesday 15 February 2006 at the London School of 

Economics. Economy and society, 35(3), 329-345.

- Behera, N. C. (2007). Re-imagining IR in India. International relations of the  

Asia-Pacific, 7(3), 341-368.

- Blyth, M. (2021, August 11). There is no ‘getting back to normal’ with climate 

b r e a k d o w n . T h e G u a r d i a n . R e t r i e v e d f r o m 

https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2021/aug/11/no-getting-back-to-

normal-climate-breakdown-ipcc-report

- Booth, K. (1991). Security in anarchy: Utopian realism in theory and practice. 

International Affairs (Royal Institute of International Affairs 1944-), 527-545.

- Bremmer, I. & Suleyman, M. (2023). Building blocks for AI Governance. 

Finance & Development 60, 4.

- Brooks, T. (2013). Philosophy unbound: The idea of global philosophy. 

Metaphilosophy, 44(3), 254-266.

62

https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2021/aug/11/no-getting-back-to-normal-climate-breakdown-ipcc-report
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2021/aug/11/no-getting-back-to-normal-climate-breakdown-ipcc-report


- Bull, H. (1981). Hobbes and the international anarchy. Social Research, 717-

738.

- Callahan, W. A. (2008). Chinese visions of world order: post-hegemonic or a 

new hegemony?. International Studies Review, 10(4), 749-761.

- Carlson, A. (2011). Moving Beyond Sovereignty? A brief consideration of 

recent changes in China's approach to international order and the emergence of 

the tianxia concept. Journal of Contemporary China, 20(68), 89-102.

- Cha, T. (2018). Competing visions of a postmodern world order: the 

Philadelphian system versus the Tianxia system. Cambridge Review of  

International Affairs, 31(5), 392-414.

- Curry, J. (2011). Reasoning about climate uncertainty. Climatic Change, 108, 

723-732.

- Dallmayr, F. (1994). Western thought and Indian thought: comments on 

Ramanujan. Philosophy East and West, 44(3), 527-542.

- Delanty, G. (2014). Not all is lost in translation: World varieties of 

cosmopolitanism. Cultural Sociology, 8(4), 374-391.

- Deudney, D., & Ikenberry, G. J. (1999). The nature and sources of liberal 

international order. Review of international studies, 25(2), 179-196.

- Dirlik, A. (2010). Culture in contemporary IR theory: The Chinese provocation. 

In International Relations and Non-Western Thought (pp. 155-172). Routledge.

- Donnelly, J. (2015). The discourse of anarchy in IR. International Theory, 7(3), 

393-425.

- Dreyer, J. T. (2018). The ‘Tianxia Trope’: will China change the international 

system?. In The Making of China's Foreign Policy in the 21st century (pp. 67-

83). Routledge.

- Gilliam, R. C., Hogrefe, C., Godowitch, J. M., Napelenok, S., Mathur, R., & 

Rao, S. T. (2015). Impact of inherent meteorology uncertainty on air quality 

model predictions. Journal of Geophysical Research: Atmospheres, 120(23), 12-

259.

- Glaser, C. L. (2019). A flawed framework: Why the liberal international order 

concept is misguided. International Security, 43(4), 51-87.

- Homer-Dixon, T., Walker, B., Biggs, R., Crépin, A. S., Folke, C., Lambin, E. F., 

... & Troell, M. (2015). Synchronous failure: the emerging causal architecture of 

global crisis. Ecology and Society, 20(3).

63



- Homer-Dixon, T., Renn, O., Rockstrom, J., Donges, J. F., & Janzwood, S. 

(2021). A call for an international research program on the risk of a global 

polycrisis. Available at SSRN 4058592.

- Homer-Dixon, T. (2023, October 18). Why so much is going wrong at the same 

t i m e . V o x . Retr ieved from: ht tps: / /www.vox.com/future-

perfect/23920997/polycrisis-climate-pandemic-population-connectivity

- Hoyer, D., Bennett, J. S., Reddish, J., Holder, S., Howard, R., Benam, M., ... & 

Turchin, P. (2023). Navigating polycrisis: long-run socio-cultural factors shape 

response to changing climate. Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society  

B, 378(1889), 20220402.

- Hurrell, A. (2005). Legitimacy and the use of force: can the circle be squared?. 

Review of International Studies, 31(S1), 15-32.

- Hurrell, A. (2011). Refugees, international society, and global order. Refugees in  

international relations, 85-104.

- Hurrell, A. (2017). Can the study of global governance be decentred?. Global  

Governance from Regional Perspectives. A Critical View, 25-44.

- Ikenberry, G. J. (2018). The end of liberal international order?. International  

Affairs, 94(1), 7-23.

- Inayatullah, N., & Blaney, D.L. (2003). International Relations and the Problem 

of Difference (1st ed.). Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203644096

- Jervis, R. (1978). Cooperation under the security dilemma. World politics, 30(2), 

167-214.

- Kaufman, G. G., & Scott, K. E. (2003). What is systemic risk, and do bank 

regulators retard or contribute to it?. The independent review, 7(3), 371-391.

- Knight, F. H. (1921). Risk, uncertainty and profit. Hart, Schaffner and Marx.

- Krasner, S. D. (2001). Sovereignty. Foreign Policy, 20-29.

- Kumar, M. Revisiting Sovereignty through Ancient Indian Notions of 

Dharma. Indian Journal of Politics and International Relations, 23.

- L ä h d e , V . ( 2 0 2 3 ) . T h e p o l y c r i s i s . Aeon. R e t r i e v e d f r o m : 

https://aeon.co/essays/the-case-for-polycrisis-as-a-keyword-of-our-

interconnected-times

- Lake, D. A. (2011). Hierarchy in international relations. Cornell University 

Press.

64

https://aeon.co/essays/the-case-for-polycrisis-as-a-keyword-of-our-interconnected-times
https://aeon.co/essays/the-case-for-polycrisis-as-a-keyword-of-our-interconnected-times
https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203644096


- Lawrence, M., Janzwood, S., & Homer-Dixon, T. (2022). What is a global 

polycrisis. Cascade Institute, Technical Paper, 4.

- Lawrence, M., Homer-Dixon, T., Janzwood, S., Rockstöm, J., Renn, O., & 

Donges, J. F. (2024). Global polycrisis: the causal mechanisms of crisis 

entanglement. Global Sustainability, 7, e6.

- Lechner S (2017) Why anarchy still matters for International Relations: On 

theories and things. Journal of International Political Theory 13(3): 341–359.

- Junping, L., & Huang, D. (2006). The evolution of tianxia cosmology and its 

philosophical implications. Frontiers of Philosophy in China, 1(4), 517-538.

- Mearsheimer, J. J. (2003). The tragedy of great power politics (Updated  

edition). WW Norton & Company.

- Michaelis, L. (2007). Hobbes's Modern Prometheus: A Political Philosophy for 

an Uncertain Future. Canadian Journal of Political Science/Revue canadienne  

de science politique, 40(1), 101-127.

- Milner, H. (1991). The assumption of anarchy in international relations theory: a 

critique. Review of International Studies, 17(1), 67-85.

- Mingming, W. (2012). All under heaven (tianxia) Cosmological perspectives 

and political ontologies in pre-modern China.

- Moloney, P. (2011). Hobbes, savagery, and international anarchy. American 

Political Science Review, 105(1), 189-204.

- Morgenthau, H. J. (2014). A realist theory of international politics. The realism 

reader (pp. 53-59). Routledge.

- Mousavi, S., & Gigerenzer, G. (2014). Risk, uncertainty, and heuristics. Journal  

of Business Research, 67(8), 1671-1678.

- Ouyang, X. (2021). ‘Tianxia’and ‘Renlei mingyun gongtongti': a revival of 

cosmopolitanism in a Chinese cultural disguise?. Journal of Global  

Ethics, 17(1), 1-10.

- Oye, K. A. (1985). Explaining cooperation under anarchy: Hypotheses and 

strategies. World politics, 38(1), 1-24.

- Palmer, N. D. (1955). Indian and Western political thought: coalescence or 

clash?. American Political Science Review, 49(3), 747-761.

- Pashakhanlou, A. H. (2009). Comparing and Contrasting Classical Realism and 

Neorealism. United Kingdom: Aberystwyth University.

65



- Puchala, D. J. (1997). Some non-Western perspectives on international relations. 

Journal of Peace Research, 34(2), 129-134.

- Qin, Y. (2007). Why is there no Chinese international relations 

theory?. International relations of the Asia-Pacific, 7(3), 313-340.

- Qin, Y. (2012). Cultura y pensamiento global: una teoría china de las relaciones 

internacionales/Culture and global thought: Chinese international theory in the 

making. Revista CIDOB d'afers internacionals, 67-90.

- Qin, Y. (2016). A relational theory of world politics. International studies  

review, 18(1), 33-47.

- Salamon, J. (2024). Confucian Junzi as Homo Agathos: On Transcultural 

Legitimation of a World Order with Chinese Characteristics. The Bloomsbury 

Handbook of Global Justice and East Asian Philosophy.

- Shani, G. (2021). IR as inter-cosmological relations?. International Politics  

Reviews, 9(2), 306-312.

- Shani, G., & Behera, N. C. (2022). Provincialising International Relations 

through a reading of dharma. Review of International Studies, 48(5), 837-856.

- Shilliam, R. (2011). The perilous but unavoidable terrain of the non-West. 

International relations and non-Western thought: Imperialism, colonialism and  

investigations of global modernity, 12-26.

- Shue, H. (1997). Eroding sovereignty: The advance of principle. The Morality of  

Nationalism, 340-59.

- Slaughter, A. M. (1997). The real new world order. Foreign affairs, 183-197.

- Sørensen, M. P. (2018). Ulrich Beck: exploring and contesting risk. Journal of  

Risk Research, 21(1), 6-16. https://doi.org/10.1080/13669877.2017.1359204

- Stohs, M. (1980). ‘Uncertainty’in Keynes' General Theory. History of Political  

Economy, 12(3), 372-382.

- Toma, S. V., Chiriţă, M., & Şarpe, D. (2012). Risk and uncertainty. Procedia  

Economics and Finance, 3, 975-980.

- Tooze, A (June 24). Defining polycrisis - from crisis pictures to the crisis 

m a t r i x . Chartbook, 1 3 0 . R e t r i e v e d f r o m : 

https://adamtooze.substack.com/p/chartbook-130-defining-polycrisis

- Trownsell, T., Escobari, A. Q., Shani, G., Behera, N. C., Reddekop, J., & 

Tickner, A. (2019). Recrafting international relations through relationality. E-

International Relations, 8.

66

https://doi.org/10.1080/13669877.2017.1359204


- Trownsell, T. A., Tickner, A. B., Querejazu, A., Reddekop, J., Shani, G., 

Shimizu, K., ... & Arian, A. (2021). Differing about Difference: Relational IR 

from around the World. International Studies Perspectives, 22(1), 25-64.

- UNDP (2022). UNDP RBAP Foresight Brief: Polycrisis and Long-term 

Thinking. UNDP Regional Bureau for Asia and the Pacific. New York, New 

York.

- Vasiliev, S. (2019). The crises and critiques of international criminal  

justice. Forthcoming, The Oxford Handbook of International Criminal Law, eds  

vKJ Heller et al.(OUP 2020), Amsterdam Law School Research Paper, (2020-

01), 2020-01.

- Waltz, K. N. (1979). The anarchic structure of world politics. International  

politics: enduring concepts and contemporary issues, 29-49.

- Watz, K.N. (1988). Theory of International Politics. University of California, 

Berkeley.

- Wolf, M (2022, November 29). How to think about policy in a polycrisis. 

Fianncial Times. Retrieved from: https://www.ft.com/content/a1918fec-2c8f-

4051-ad78-c300b0fc9adb

- World Bank. 2024. Poverty, Prosperity, and Planet Report 2024: Pathways Out  

of the Polycrisis. Washington, DC: World Bank. doi:10.1596/978-1-4648-2123-

3.

- Yang, L., Marginson, S., & Xu, X. (2024). ‘Thinking through the world’: a 

tianxia heuristic for higher education. Globalisation, Societies and  

Education, 22(2), 139-155.

- Zhao, T. (2006). Rethinking empire from a Chinese concept ‘All-under-

Heaven’(Tian-xia,). Social Identities, 12(1), 29-41.

- Zhao, T. (2009). A Political World Philosophy in terms of All-under-heaven 

(Tian-xia). Diogenes, 56(1), 5-18.

- Zeitlin, J., Nicoli, F., & Laffan, B. (2019). Introduction: The European Union 

beyond the polycrisis? Integration and politicization in an age of shifting 

cleavages. Journal of European Public Policy, 26(7), 963-976.robele

67



68


