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Abstract Despite the fact that modern China has often been regarded as an “exception” Chinese people firmly
believe that their practices have been part of the universal human history. Based on a historical-sociological re—
view of the notion of shijie the world in modern China this article proposes three hypotheses 1 the establish—
ment of the perception of the world as embodiment of the universal along with the relativization of the self was a
critical shift at the end of the nineteenth century — probably more critical and fundamental than the replacement of
the tianxia all-under—heaven imagination with the modern nation-state notion. 2 The “three worlds” theory
during the Cold War represented a new understanding of the world as a fragmented arena for struggles. 3 In the
post—Cold War and reform era the public perception of the world ironically became simplistic again. The world is
seen as an ontologically empty space to be filled by activities of market and military competitions. In the end the

article urges for a new de-centered political imagination of the world.
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