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EVERYTHING UNDER
THE HEAVENS

The overabundance of works seeking to explain 
“the rise of China” to the general public has
increased the chances of stumbling on publica-
tions that rest on shaky academic foundations. 
With most popular books o�ering limited ana-
lyses on selected aspects of China’s rise, it is 
increasingly di�cult to �nd works that provide 
insightful views on China’s domestic and interna-
tional growth. One exception to this general trend 
is Everything Under the Heavens: How the Past 
Helps Shape China's Push for Global Power by 
Howard French. 

The idea behind French’s work is as simple as it is 
e�ective. It consists of going through the history 
of China’s imperial and contemporary foreign 
policy with the goal of detecting its ideological 
underpinnings and identifying the �l rouge that 
links China’s glorious past with its present and 
near future.  

While the book is full of little-known facts and 
original thoughts, three points in particular make 
Everything Under the Heavens a must-read. First 
is French’s analysis of the concept of Pax Sinica. 
According to French, China reappeared on the 
global economic stage in the 1980s, at a time 
when the US-led international order had reached 
its pinnacle in terms of development and global 
in�uence. China has been socialised into this 
order ever since. Yet, a series of signs indicate that 
this may no longer be the case. One way to make 
sense of this tendency is by bearing in mind that, 
prior to descending into what the author calls its 
“historical nadir” in the 19th century, China was the 
hegemon and patron of its very own world order. 
China would recognise the political legitimacy of 
other countries and establish trade relations with 
them, in exchange for these countries’ acceptan-
ce of its superiority. In this regard, the author 
provides an insightful reinterpretation of the 
voyages of Admiral Zheng He. 

Edoardo Agamennone
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Gangs’ a�liates are not doomed to live a life of
crime. Rather, their fate depends on the strategies 
adopted by institutions to counter the phenomenon 
and, to an even greater extent, on the criminogenic
factors in a speci�c context. Gangs, in fact, are in all
respects one of the forms assumed by the growing 
clustering of the criminal industry, in a market of
illegal goods and services that is becoming ever
more complex and globalized, and completely
immune to the cyclical downturn in demand. 
Besides being an indicator of low integration and 
limited social cohesion, the spread of gangs in urban 
areas represents a manifestation of the existence of
a criminal milieu sophisticated enough to allow
major groups (ma�as and drug cartels) to implement
risk externalization strategies, or to subcontract out
to gangs those tasks – street crimes – that increase 
visibility and, consequently, the likelihood of incur-
ring repressive action by the state.

As further con�rmation of the importance of organi-
zational factors, gangs demonstrate an extraor-
dinary capacity to increase intra-group cohesion 
through the creation of their own subcultures, and 
are capable of providing their a�liates with a 
system of beliefs and rules, as well as a vision of the 
world that places them at the centre of the universe 
and above others (so that, for once, they are not
relegated to the margins and lower strata of

individual competence and an asset for the group: a 
professional duty that, if not ful�lled, can lead to 
mockery and derision, expulsion or even death, and 
that, for this very reason, must be accompanied by
all the trappings of courage, reputation and honour. 
Furthermore, gangs satisfy the need for a (misun-
derstood) manliness incited by a culture of origin still
imbued with patriarchalism – a need that, on the 
other hand, goes unmet by the host society, which 
prevents young people from becoming adults by
taking on normal working and parental roles.

Paradoxical as it may seem, religion is the single 
element that, in the majority of cases, provides 
gangs with the rules and principles required for
internal cohesion. Evidence of this is o�ered by
the proliferation of religious tattoos among gang
members in di�erent countries, which cover all the
denominations of Christianity: from the Catholic 
ones of the Neapolitan Barbudos, to the Protestant
evangelical ones of the Central American maras, to 
the Orthodox ones of the Russian gangs. Tattoos, 
which are often associated with complex linguistic 
and gestural codes, satisfy the need to emphasize 
one’s own di�erences, the ‘we’ from the ‘they’, and 
to strengthen group loyalty to the point of making
it literally indelible. This also helps to explain why

While Chinese authorities, all the way from Sun 
Yat-Sen to the current leadership, used the story 
of Admiral Zheng as evidence of China’s peaceful-
ness and moral superiority vis-à-vis Western colo-
nial powers, a closer look at the historical records 
shows that China’s relations with its neighbours 
were far from being friendly and non-aggressive. 
Given that Chinese rulers sent Zheng around the 
world to tell local kings, sultans and rulers that 
engaging with China and trading with it were 
“o�ers they could not refuse”, it becomes clear 
that “Zheng’s legend as an ambassador of good-
will and friendship simply doesn’t hold up. It is 
Chinese idealization, not history” (p. 101). 

The second aspect of China’s historical path 
analysed in the book is the series of foreign policy 
narratives (supposedly built on historical prece-
dents) employed to frame China’s current re-
emergence. These include the idea that China’s 
rise will be inherently peaceful, given that China 
has never established colonies abroad in the past 
and that, at present, it is merely interested in 
entertaining trade relations with its partners, 
without seeking to transform its economic 
in�uence into political leverage. The author 
dismisses all such myths by quoting several 

State of Srivijaya in the 11th century, the invasion 
of Sri Lanka by Admiral Zheng in 1411, and the 
recent cover-up of the military construction 
activities in the South China Sea. Howard French 
thus portrays China as an ultra-Machiavellian 
power seeking to regain its rightful place in the 
current world order, far from being a peaceful 
and harmless defender of underdeveloped and 
developing countries alike. 

The third key point French raises is a direct conse-
quence of the �rst two and it can be expressed in 
the form of a question: are China’s contemporary 
foreign policy e�orts aimed at re-establishing a 
new form of tianxia? While the term has never 
been used by Chinese diplomats in modern times, 
there is no doubt that China has grown more 
proactive and vocal in the pursuit of its interests 
across Eurasia and beyond. As the author says, 
“the problem for us is that China believes in a 
tributary system; that is the normal order of 
things” (p. 30). In its original version, the new 
tianxia would be composed of concentric areas of 
in�uence: a near periphery assimilated into China, 
an intermediate periphery to be substantially 

assimilated into China’s economic and political 
in�uence over time, and further parts of Asia, 
which, while impossible to assimilate, are not 
immune to China’s economic and political in�u-
ence. 

While French contributes to a decade-long
debate on whether China’s re-emergence on the 
global stage comes with a normative agenda, the 
novelty of his book lies in the use of an eclectic 
and multifaceted approach to the study of how 
China is already working towards shaping the 
international order in ways that could suit its most 
pressing interests. In light of this, the concepts of 
the China Dream and the Belt and Road Initiative 
(BRI) could be seen as attempts to craft propa-
ganda that paints a new world order that recog-
nizes China as its core.

The e�ects of this paradigmatic shift, I would 
argue, are visible not only across the realm of 
politics and international relations, but also across 
those of business, law and �nance – sectors that 
lie at the heart of the T.notes’ CMBP Series. As
an example of this, one could think of the series
of state-orchestrated mergers set up to create 
global leaders in key industries, or Anbang’s de 

courts along the BRI. Last but not least, examples 
from the �nancial sector include the consolidation 
of �nancial regulatory powers, or the return of a 
negative trend of additional capital controls. 

While these examples may appear to be scat-
tered, the upcoming CMBP T.notes will analyse 
them in light of the theoretical framework 
employed in Everything Under the Heavens. The 
question to be answered is not really whether 
China is developing a new world order, but what 
the future world order will look like in light of 
China’s skilful use of its tools of economic state-
craft. 
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examples (some of 
which are little 
known) that reveal a 
series of opportunis-
tic, intimidatory and 
underhand behav-
iours adopted by 
Chinese authorities 
and representatives 
throughout  history: 
the Song betrayal of 
the Indonesian  city-

The question to be answered is not 
really whether China is developing a 
new world order, but what the future 

world order will look like in light of 
China’s skilful use of its tools of

economic statecraft.

facto nationalisation, 
suggesting a return 
to statism despite 
repeated promises 
by Chinese leaders 
to leave room for 
market liberalization. 
One could also think 
of the recent changes 
to the Constitution, 
or the establishment 
of special litigation 
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