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accessible in English. However, due to the author’s multi-layered historiographical 
discussions from the late Qing to the early Republican era, this book is probably 
better suited for experts rather than general readers in the West. For better 
understanding this book, some familiarity with the general narratives of modern 
Chinese history as well as with some basic terms in sinology, such as “Han 
Learning,” “Song Learning,” and “New Text School” is recommended. 
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To some observers, the year 2016 signals the end of an era. Marked by two 
stunning events—Britain’s decision to withdraw from the European Union in June 
and the election of Donald Trump as the new US president in November—the 
West appears to turn its back on globalism. After three decades of continuous 
efforts to dissolve national boundaries for a smooth circulation of capital, labor and 
products, the pendulum is swinging back to nationalism, if not nativism. Rather 
than promoting global connectivity, the new trend appears to focus on protecting 
the home market, domestic industry, and national sovereignty. 

At this critical juncture when national interests and parochial concerns dominate 
political discourses around the world, it is refreshing and reinvigorating to read 
Marc Andre Matten’s book, Imagining a Postnationalism: Hegemony and Space in 
Modern China. The book is refreshing because it reminds us that not too long ago, 
young and daring thinkers in East Asia tirelessly imagined “a postnational world” 
to promote international cooperation and transnational solidarity. Their proposed 
plans might be imperfect or impractical; but they were convinced that no nation 
could flourish in isolation, and that international cooperation must be achieved 
through compromise and negotiation. More importantly, Matten’s book is 
reinvigorating because it calls attention to the limitations of the nation-state as a 
socio-political structure. It highlights an inner tension of this “political container” 
which is bound by a prescribed territory on the one hand, but is encouraged to 
expand beyond its borders on the other.   
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For Matten, there is no way to imagine a postnational world unless we come to 
grips with the inner tension of the nation-state. To this end, he begins his book 
with an overview of “the genesis of territorial nationalism” in the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries, when European countries, driven by their national 
interests, engaged in territorial expansion across the globe (Chapter 1). This global 
expansion triggered a rethinking of space in East Asia, giving rise to a debate over 
Pan-Asianism in Japan and a discussion of “All under Heaven” (tianxia) in China 
(Chapters 2–5). Matten cautions us that while both Pan-Asianism and “All under 
Heaven” discourses were resistant to territorial nationalism (especially the 
territorial expansion of the Western powers), they were fundamentally different in 
conceptualizing space. Whereas the former was based on the modern concept of 
territorial sovereignty, the latter was derived from the Chinese tribute system, 
which saw boundary as flexible and negotiable.  

In the book, Matten makes a significant contribution to the study of 
international relations by clarifying the differences between place, territory, and 
space. According to Matten, “place” is unmarked land in pre-modern societies 
where people did not have the notions of sovereignty and territoriality, and 
“territory” is a bounded space claimed by a nation-state to project its wealth and 
power (pp. 71–72). In contradistinction to place and territory, “space” is land 
acquired by a modern empire—a nation-state with strong territorial ambitions—to 
establish hegemony in a region (pp. 76–78). Applying these three categories to 
history, Matten traces the evolution of the concept of space in East Asia. He 
suggests that in ancient times, East Asians only had the notion of “place” due to the 
absence of interest in territoriality, and then in the early twentieth-century 
Japanese adopted the concept of “territory” when Pan-Asianism was in vogue. 
Finally, the Chinese today accept the idea of “space” when their country is aspiring 
to become a modern nation. 

To some readers, Matten’s emphasis on space may look old-fashioned. He seems 
to adopt the late nineteenth-century notion of nationalism when land (rather than 
connectivity) is the sine quo non of the nation-state. But Matten’s point is that 
international relations have always been driven by geopolitics when nation-states 
compete to turn unmarked lands into territories. Hence, although seemingly dated, 
territorial nationalism is more adequate in describing international relations because 
“it holds that non-telluric political ideas simply do not exist: the world is divided 
into a variety of nations, with each rooted in its own earth, thus a shared or 
universal understanding of how to organize international relations is absent” (p. 
18). 

Take Pan-Asianism for an example. Matten compares three models of 
Pan-Asianism in early twentieth-century Japan: (1) an Asia as “a more 
homogeneous union with Japan as its paramount leader”; (2) an Asia as “the 
solidarity-oriented, non-dominating version of Japan’s role in reviving Asia”; (3) 
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an Asia as “an immediate step in the development to a global internationalism 
based on the true ideal of equality and national self-determination” (p. 187). While 
these three models refers to the same area covering East Asia, Southeast Asia and 
South Asia, each of them prescribes a different set of spatial relations while giving 
Japan a special role ranging from an assertive leader to an unassuming facilitator. As 
such, “Pan-Asianism” was always aimed at advancing Japan’s national interests, 
despite its claim to develop transnational solidarity. 

In contrast, Matten finds the Chinese thinkers more unified in imagining the 
post-national world. First, he traces the resurgence of interest in “All under 
Heaven” in Republican China and then he focuses on the writings of Zhao 
Tingyang 趙汀陽, a leading scholar of today’s discussion of “All under Heaven.” 
There are both advantage and disadvantage of this approach. The advantage is that 
it contrasts sharply with Pan-Asianism in Japan, highlighting that Chinese 
“Pacificism” resulted from centuries of practices of shaping “human behavior by 
restricting violence in the tribute system” (p. 249). However, the disadvantage is 
that it limits the scope of discussion to one type of thinking and one person alone.  

Even though Matten may have given a narrow scope to the Chinese thinking of 
the post-national world, he is correct in criticizing Zhao Tingyang. First, Zhao’s 
treats “All under Heaven” as a timeless concept with an unchanged meaning from 
the ancient dynasties to today. Second, Zhao claims to transcend territorial 
nationalism and Western imperialism. Thus, similar to Pan-Asianism, Zhao’s “All 
under Heaven” reveals the tremendous difficulty of imagining the post-national 
world when scholars are conditioned to think of nothing else but to serve the 
territorial state.  

From today’s perspective, Matten’s book deserves repeated reading—not only 
for the historical facts, but also for the glimpses of hope. It reminds us that the 
meaning of space has undergone many mutations, and there are a wide variety of 
ways to conceptualize it. Hopefully one day, perhaps after many more trials and 
errors, we will see land as a zone of contact rather than a territory to be acquired 
and protected. 
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