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The Historian’s Gaze
Essays on Modern and Contemporary China  
in Honour of Guido Samarani
edited by Laura De Giorgi and Sofia Graziani 

Abstract

This volume brings together a group of historians of modern China and East Asia, who 
have shared with Guido Samarani the experience of studying China in the last thirty 
years. It represents a small tribute to a friend and colleague, whose outstanding re‑
search activities have greatly increased our understanding of Chinese modern and 
contemporary history. Inspired by Samarani’s vast and multiple research interests, the 
essays collected in this volume weave together new interpretations and perspectives 
on the history and historiography of modern and contemporary China, covering a broad 
range of periods and topics, from imperial times to the contemporary age.

Keywords Twentieth Century China. History of modern and contemporary China. 
China and the world. Revolutions. Chinese Nationalist Party. Chinese Communist Party.
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The Historian’s Gaze
Essays on Modern and Contemporary China  
in Honour of Guido Samarani
edited by Laura De Giorgi and Sofia Graziani 

Introduction
Laura De Giorgi
Università Ca’ Foscari Venezia, Italia

Sofia Graziani
Università di Trento, Italia

This volume brings together a group of historians of modern China 
and East Asia, based in Italy and abroad, who, as colleagues or for‑
mer students, have shared with Guido Samarani the intellectual and 
human experience of studying China in the last thirty years and en‑
gaging in the development of the field. It has no ambition to reflect the 
vast range of research topics and interests Samarani has contributed 
to and to represent the whole community of scholars who have col‑
laborated with him during his long career. It represents just a small 
tribute by some of them to a friend and colleague, whose outstand‑
ing research activities have greatly increased our understanding of 
Chinese modern and contemporary history, as well as inspiring and 
influencing students and academics active both in Italy and abroad. 

In the last decades, the study of modern and contemporary Chi‑
na has widened its scope to include a vast variety of disciplinary ap‑
proaches. The increasing availability of sources and the multiplica‑
tion of perspectives have offered new pathways for research but also 
new challenges. Historians of China have been called to specialise 
but at the same time maintain and develop their capacity to look at 
China from wider chronological and geographical angles; they have 
been asked to read Chinese history from within, exploring the origi‑
nal sources in depth and at the same time considering the intertwin‑
ing of the regional and global factors that have affected the dynam‑
ics of Chinese history in the last centuries.
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The historical research of Samarani highlights all these challeng‑
es. As he puts it in his seminal book La Cina contemporanea (2017), 
the twentieth century has been a period of great transformations for 
China, a period when the political, social and cultural values that 
shaped the collective and individual lives of the Chinese people have 
been deeply changed by revolutions and modernisation at the inter‑
section of local and global factors. These transformations have also 
implied significant changes in the ways in which the Chinese past 
has been investigated and conceptualized in light of the problems 
and opportunities of the contemporary age.

Samarani’s prominent position as a widely recognised scholar at 
both the national and international levels grew from his intellectu‑
al and scholarly interests in the political history of twentieth‑cen‑
tury China and his constant scientific commitment throughout his 
long academic career. During his 37 years of academic activities 
(1983‑2020), he distinguished himself through his strong dedication 
to developing historical research on issues including problems of 
modernisation in the Republican period, the history of modern po‑
litical thought from Sun Yat‑sen to the People’s Republic of China, 
the diplomatic and political relations between Italy and China, and 
finally contemporary China’s foreign policy and world outlook. This 
is demonstrated by the quantity and quality of his scientific contri‑
butions (in Italian, English, Chinese, Japanese and German) as well 
as by several pioneering research projects that he has promoted and 
directed since 2003 as part of his constant commitment to the inter‑
nationalisation of historical research on China in Italy.

These projects developed in the framework of a broad collabora‑
tion at the international level and opened new perspectives regard‑
ing the international dimension of Chinese contemporary history, 
leading Samarani to establish himself as a recognised authority in 
the study of China’s relations with Italy in the European context of 
the twentieth century.

Samarani’s major scientific contributions include an innovative 
study of China under the Chinese Nationalist Party (Una moderniz‑
zazione mancata. Aspetti e problemi dello sviluppo capitalistico in 
Cina tra le due guerre, 1988) and several articles on the history of 
the Chinese Nationalist Party’s prominent intellectual and politi‑
cal personalities, such as Dai Jitao and Hu Hanmin. Later, in 2004, 
he published the first edition of La Cina contemporanea, the most 
important and comprehensive Italian book dedicated to the histo‑
ry of China in the twentieth century. This work was the outcome 
of twenty years of research and reflection on the political, cultur‑
al and economic transformation of China during the twentieth cen‑
tury. This research nourished Samarani’s renewed interest in the 
ideological and political evolution of the Chinese Communist Par‑
ty, which formed the basis for his and Sofia Graziani’s book on the 
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history of the CCP (La Cina rossa. Storia del Partito comunista cine‑
se, 2023). This book demonstrates how, after his retirement, Sama‑
rani has remained an enthusiast scholar keen to share his insights 
and research with our community.

Another field of great interest for Samarani is the history of the re‑
lations between Italy and China in the modern and contemporary pe‑
riods. He was co‑author, together with Laura De Giorgi, of a pioneer‑
ing work on this topic (Lontane, vicine. Le relazioni fra Cina e Italia 
nel Novecento, 2011), as well as author of numerous ground‑break‑
ing studies on aspects of the Italian presence in China in the inter‑
war period and the 1950s, previously neglected by Italian and inter‑
national history scholars. In the last ten years, Samarani has also 
co‑edited books in Italian, English and Chinese on the history of re‑
lations between China and Europe during the Cold War.

Inspired by Samarani’s vast and multiple research interests, and 
with the aim of acknowledging his role in the development of the 
study of Chinese modern and contemporary history in Italy and 
abroad, the essays collected in this volume weave together new in‑
terpretations and perspectives on the history and historiography 
of modern and contemporary China. They cover a broad range of 
periods and topics, from imperial times to the contemporary age, 
with most focussing on the modern and contemporary eras. The book 
opens with an essay by Federica Ferlanti on the notion of moderni‑
ty and its meaning over time in relation to both historians’ subjec‑
tivity and the nation‑ and state‑building process in China. Histori‑
ographical and longue durée historical concerns also animate the 
following three essays: Marina Miranda’s examination of the evolv‑
ing Chinese academic and political discussion of the role of foreign 
concessions, Elisa Giunipero’s introduction to World History/Global 
History in China and Larry Shyu and Yu Shen’s overview of policies 
regarding national minorities in China’s modern history, from the 
Qing to the People’s Republic.

The changing political and cultural landscapes at the domestic 
level are at the centre of the four essays that follow, which present 
a number of case studies, beginning with Aglaia De Angeli’s semiot‑
ic analysis of Sun Yat‑sen as an emblem of modernity. The essay by 
Andrea Revelant addresses the representation of Nationalist Chi‑
na in Japan’s leading newspapers, providing insights into Japanese 
public opinion and attitudes towards China in the late 1920s, while 
Laura De Giorgi’s contribution focuses on nation‑building and war 
propaganda in China during the War of Resistance against Japanese 
Aggression, with particular attention to the discourse on wounded 
soldiers. Sofia Graziani’s essay focuses on the role of youth organi‑
sations (the Youth League) in the Chinese Communist Party’s politi‑
cal strategy after the end of the Sino‑Japanese War. The final section 
of the book consists of Chen Hongmin’s and Barbara Onnis’s contri‑
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butions, which address two different crucial themes in China’s rela‑
tions with the world, namely China’s role in the international organ‑
isations born from the two world wars (the League of Nations and 
the United Nations), and the evolution of foreign policy‑making pro‑
cesses and actors since the Deng era. The book closes with an essay 
by Paolo Santangelo on the senses in the Neo‑Confucian philosoph‑
ical tradition, which broadly reminds us of the importance of Sino‑
logical and textual approaches to Chinese history.

On the whole, the array of topics developed by the authors reflects 
the richness of approaches and interests that Samarani has sewn and 
developed in a continuous and rich exchange with colleagues in Ita‑
ly and abroad. Through this small tribute, we would like to express 
our gratitude for his intellectual and academic work and for the sup‑
port and inspiration that he has always offered and continues to of‑
fer, not only as an esteemed scholar but also as a dear teacher, col‑
league and friend.

Guido Samarani’s Main Publications

Una modernizzazione mancata. Aspetti e problemi dello sviluppo capitalistico in 
Cina tra le due guerre. Venezia: Cafoscarina, 1988.

La Cina verso il 2000. Potere politico e trasformazioni economico‑sociali. Vene‑
zia: Cafoscarina, 1994.

La pagoda e il grattacielo. La Cina tra eredità storica e modernizzazione. Tori‑
no: Paravia, 1998. 

“The Evolution of Italian Diplomacy During the Sino‑Japanese War”. Barrett, 
D.; Shyu, L. (eds), China in the Anti‑Japanese War, 1937‑1945: Politics, Culture 
and Society. New York: Peter Lang, 2001.

(ed.). The Asian Connection: Dynamics of Colonialism, Nationalism and Identi‑
ty in East and South Asia, 1915‑1945, monogr. no., European Journal of East 
Asian Studies, 3(1). Leiden: Brill, 2004. 

La Cina del Novecento. Dalla fine dell’Impero ad oggi. Torino: Einaudi, 2004. 
2nd ed. La Cina contemporanea. Dalla fine dell’Impero a oggi. Torino: Ei‑
naudi, 2017. 

“La Cina e i mutamenti nella situazione internazionale nell’analisi di Dai Jitao 
(1911‑1913)”. Scarpari, M.; Lippiello, T. (a cura di), Caro Maestro... Scritti in 
onore di Lionello Lanciotti per l’ottantesimo compleanno. Venezia: Cafosca‑
rina, 2005, 1029‑36.

“Shaping the Future of Asia: Chiang Kai‑shek, Nehru and China‑India Relations 
During the Second World War Period”. Centre for East and South‑East Asian 
Studies Working Paper, Lund University, 11, 2005, 1‑20.

(with De Giorgi, L.). La Cina e la Storia. Dal tardo impero ad oggi. Roma: Caroc‑
ci, 2005. 

“In Search of Chinese Identity in a Changing World: Dai Jitao’s Articles in the 
Late Qing‑Early Republican Period”. Chou, L.; Guida, D. (eds), A Passion for 
China: Essays in Honour of Paolo Santangelo in His 60th Birthday. Leiden: 
Brill, 2006, 329‑37.
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“Alle origini di Bandung: il viaggio di Chiang Kai‑shek in India (febbraio 1942)”. 
Rivista degli Studi Orientali, 78(3/4), 2007, 429‑38. 

“Il massacro di Nanchino tra storia e storiografia”. Procacci, G.; Silver, M.; Ber‑
tucelli, L. (a cura di), Le stragi rimosse. Storia, memoria pubblica, scritture.
Milano: Unicopli, 2008, 81‑97. 

(with De Giorgi, L.), “Guomin zhengfu shiqi de Zhong Yi guangxi shi: Yidali wen‑
shiliao jieshao” 國民政府時期的中義關係史－－義大利文史料介紹 (Italian 
Sources on the History of Sino‑Italian Relations during the Nationalist Era). 
漢學研究通訊 (Newsletter for Research in Chinese Studies), 28(4), 2009, 50‑3. 

(with Scarpari, M.) (a cura di). La Cina. Vol. 3, Verso la modernità. Torino: Ei‑
naudi, 2009. 

Cina, ventunesimo secolo. Torino: Einaudi, 2010.
“An Historical Turning Point: Italy’s Relations with China Before and After 8 

September 1943”. Journal of Modern Italian Studies, 15(4), 2010, 590‑602.
(with De Giorgi, L.). Lontane, vicine. Le relazioni fra Cina e Italia nel Novecento.

Roma: Carocci, 2011. 
“Italians in Nationalist China (1928‑1945): Some Case Studies”. Brady, A.M.; 

Brown, D. (eds), Foreigners and Foreign Institutions in Republican China. Lon‑
don: Routledge, 2012, 234‑50.

“L’Italia e gli italiani in Cina dopo l’8 settembre 1943”. Storia & Diplomazia, 
1(2), 2014, 15‑30.

“The Italian Presence in China: Historical Trends and Perspectives (1902‑1947)”. 
Marinelli, M.; Andornino, G. (eds), Italy’s Encounters with Modern China: Impe‑
rial Dreams, Strategic Ambitions. New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014, 49‑66.

(with Meneguzzi Rostagni, C.) (a cura di). La Cina di Mao, l’Italia e l’Europa ne‑
gli anni della Guerra fredda. Bologna: il Mulino, 2014.

(with Graziani, S.). “Yidali gongchandang yu Zhonghua renmin gongheguo: 
zhengzhi lianxi yu jiaoliu (1949‑1965) 意大利共产党与中华人民共和国: 政
治联系与交流 (1949‑1965) (The Communist Party of Italy and People’s Chi‑
na: Political Ties and Exchanges [1949‑1965])”. Lengzhan guojishi yanjiu 冷
战国际史研究 (Cold War International History Studies), 19‑20, 2015, 5‑29. 

(with De Giorgi, L.). “Guomindang (1912‑1949)”. Oxford Bibliographies Online, 
2016. https://dx.doi.org/10.1093/obo/9780199920082‑0138.

“Le guerre in Asia nel Novecento: l’esperienza della Cina e dell’Asia orienta‑
le (1985‑1945)”. Detti, T. (a cura di), Le guerre in un mondo globale. Roma: 
Viella, 2017, 155‑70. 

“Ouzhou yu Yidali diqu youguan Jiang Jieshi ji qi shidai de yanjiu 歐洲與義大利
地區有關蔣介石及其時代的研究 (Studies on Chiang Kai‑shek and His Ti‑
mes in Europe and Italy). Aomen ligong xuebao 澳門理工學報 (Journal of 
Macao Polytechnic University), 20, 2017, 194‑9.

(with De Giorgi, L.) (eds). Chiang Kai‑shek and His Time: New Historical and His‑
toriographical Perspectives. Venezia: Edizioni Ca’ Foscari, 2017.

La rivoluzione in cammino. La Cina della Lunga Marcia. Roma: Salerno Editri‑
ce, 2018.

“La Rivoluzione sovietica e il Partito comunista cinese”. Contemporanea, 21(2), 
2018, 277‑83. 

(with Meneguzzi Rostagni, C.; Graziani, S.) (eds). Roads to Reconciliation: Peo‑
ple’s Republic of China, Western Europe and Italy During the Cold War Period 
(1949‑1971). Venezia: Edizioni Ca’ Foscari ‑ Digital Publishing, 2018.

“History and Memory: Italian Communists’ Views of the Chinese Communist 
Party and the PRC During the Early Cold War”. Schaufelbuehl, J.M.; Wyss, 

https://dx.doi.org/10.1093/obo/9780199920082-0138
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M.; Zanier, V. (eds), Europe and China in the Cold War: Exchanges Beyond the 
Bloc Logic and the Sino‑Soviet Split. Leiden: Brill, 2019, 134‑50.

(a cura di). “Nuovi approcci alla storia delle relazioni internazionali della Re‑
pubblica Popolare Cinese”, monogr. no., Rivista italiana di storia interna‑
zionale, 2, 2019. 

“Italian Diplomats in China During the Republican Era (1912‑1949)”. Schatz, M.; 
De Giorgi, L.; Ludes, P. (eds), Contact Zones in China: Multidisciplinary Per‑
spectives. Berlin; Boston: De Gruyter, 2020, 70‑80. 

(with Graziani, S.). La Cina rossa. Storia del Partito comunista cinese. Bari: La‑
terza, 2023.
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What Is ‘Modern’ China?  
Desperately Seeking  
for ‘a’ Birthday
Federica Ferlanti
Cardiff University, UK

Abstract Historians have been obsessed with pinpointing the birth of modern China. 
However, what do we (historians) look for when we try to trace its birth? And more im‑
portantly, how do we understand the term ‘modern’ and by extension ‘modernity’? Has 
its meaning changed over time? This essay addresses these problems by focussing on 
two main aspects. The first aspect concerns Chinese modernity in relation to historians’ 
subjectivity and periodisation. The concept of modern and modernity is not set in stone 
and what is modern depends on who is asking the question, with context, nationality/
ethnicity and gender accounting for historians’ subjectivity. One should also take into 
account that new perspectives are gained due to the passage of time and the concept of 
what makes China modern at any given point shifts accordingly. The second aspect is the 
nation‑ and state‑building process. The changing relationship between the individual 
and the state seems a good vantage point from which to explore modernity. From citizen‑
ship to mass politics, the essay draws on different examples to illustrate the main trends 
that emerged and bedded in during the Republican period, and beyond, and explain why 
we might (or might not) consider them markers of modernity.

Keywords Hybrid modernities. Subjectivity. Periodisation. Nation and state‑building. 
Modern citizen.

Summary 1 Historians’ Subjectivity and Chinese Modernity. – 2 The Individual and 
the Modern State. – 3 Conclusions.

For many years, historians have credited the interaction with the West 
for the momentous changes that took place in China in the nineteenth 
and twentieth centuries. The discussion of the colonial input in China’s 
modernity, or any other country for that matter, is not a moot debate; 
to this day ‘colonial modernity’ and ‘modernity’ are often considered 
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interchangeable concepts, and this approach encompasses the whole 
of Asian history.1 Cohen’s China‑centred history marked a paradigmat‑
ic shift and paved the way for the analysis of the multiple factors and 
causes contributing to underpinning China’s experience of imperial‑
ism (Cohen 2010). The same goes for other Asian countries. Stephens 
noted that the association of Korean modernity with Japanese coloni‑
alism and the periodisation of the Chosŏn era promoted a unilateral 
idea of modernisation process divorced from locality, and this could 
not be further from reality, as the “precolonial reform projects” were 
instrumental to the Japanese colonial building (Stephens 2019, 111). 
Furthermore, the association of colonialism with modernity skewed 
the historiographical debate since “the collective focus on modernity 
has arguably limited the scope of historical enquiry to topics that fit 
within chosen definitions of modernity” (2019, 110).

Historians have also reframed the approach to Asia’s treaty ports 
history. Considered outposts of colonial powers and proof of the 
asymmetrical relation between foreign countries and those upon 
which the opening of ports was imposed, recent historiography 
has convincingly researched the links among Asian treaty ports, 
the development of indigenous trade networks, for example fron‑
tier trade, and, more broadly, previously overlooked relationships 
across Asia (Hamashita 2001; Murakami 2013; Lin 2017; Stephens 
2019). Hamashita argued that between 1830 and the 1890s Asia 
experienced an “era of negotiation” (2001, 59). He focussed on the 
intra‑Asian relationship among the treaty ports (treaty port diplo‑
macy) and considered it distinct from Western diplomacy’s bilateral 
framework: for instance, China and Korea harmonised treaty port 
trade with existing tribute trade and internal and frontier trade. 
Hence, a multilateral approach to treaty port Asia unveiled inter‑
connected dynamics and recast the relationship between moderni‑
ty and colonialism (Hamashita 2001, 60, 63, 65‑74, 82).2 

As for Chinese modernity, historians have long been obsessed with 
pinpointing the birth of modern China. However, what do we (histo‑
rians) look for when we try and trace its birth? And more impor‑
tantly, how do we understand the term ‘modern’ and by extension 
‘modernity’? Has its meaning changed over time? These questions 
are long‑standing, but there are reasons why we should keep asking 
them: modernity is a fluid and mutable concept, hence it requires to 
be redefined by each generation of historians; in addition, the way 

1 The interest in colonial modernity was piqued by the readings done in preparation 
for the online workshop organised by Drs Tsai Weipin (Royal Holloway, UK) and Don‑
na Brunero (National University of Singapore) on 17 September 2021 on trade and tar‑
iffs in Asia. The Author would like to thank the organisers and the participants for the 
inspirational discussion. 
2 See also Cohen 2010, XLV‑XLVI for a discussion of Hamashita’s argument. 
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in which these very questions are answered tells a great deal about 
the historians’ approach to Chinese history. Modernity, understood 
as a drive towards something ‘other’, was the result of a process of 
hybridisation, in which assimilation, interpretation and readapta‑
tion all cohabited. This is not to say that the relationship with the 
‘West’ was not significant; however, the concept of ‘hybrid moderni‑
ties’ (intentional plural), is a better fit for encompassing China’s histo‑
ry and its foreign interactions.3

This essay addresses these conundrums by discussing two moder‑
nity‑related issues: historians’ subjectivity in studying Chinese 
modernity, and the modern state and the individual. The first part 
explores Chinese modernity in relation to historians’ subjectivity 
and the use of periodisation. It argues that the concept of modern 
and modernity is not set in stone and what is modern depends on 
who is asking the question with context, nationality and/or ethnic‑
ity, and gender accounting for the historians’ subjectivity. Know‑
ing when and where this question is asked is also essential; as new 
perspectives are gained due to the passing of time, the concept of 
what makes China modern at any given point shifts accordingly. In 
addition, Chinese contemporaries may entertain ideas of moderni‑
ty specific to the geographical area in which they live and work. The 
most obvious differentiation is between urban and rural areas, but 
here I shall use the concepts of ‘peripheral’ and ‘rural’ modernities 
to highlight the complexities of modernity. 

The second part discusses modernity from the vantage point of the 
nation‑ and the state‑building process, more specifically, the chang‑
ing relationship between the individual and the state from citizen‑
ship to mass politics. In China, the enduring presence of these themes 
across different times and political regimes attest to this topic’s 
significance. The essay draws on examples and illustrates the main 
dynamics that developed and bedded in during the Republican peri‑
od, and explains why we might, or might not, consider these experi‑
ences markers of modernity.

The essay concludes that the discovery of modern China is an 
invention. Just like the discovery of America by Colombo was a 
non‑discovery, because America had been there all along, Chinese 
modernity is the result of modernities and indigenous values shaped 
by the interactions with the rest of Asia, and countries west of China. 
Interrogating ourselves about modernity’s building blocks in Asia 
in the age of colonialism and post‑colonialism helps probing and 
resisting the lures of periodisation. Equally, at a time when China’s 

3 I came up with this term independently, but I do not claim to have coined it. A quick 
search returned two monographs which use this concept, and both focus on the rela‑
tionship between architecture and colonialism: Morton 2000; Padua 2020. 
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movements across East Asia and Southeast Asia are watchfully scru‑
tinised by both China’s neighbours and countries far afield, the expe‑
rience of the past can shed light on current attitudes, perceptions, 
and overtones. 

1 Historians’ Subjectivity and Chinese Modernity

What do historians have in mind when we try and trace the birth of 
modern China? And more importantly: what do we mean when we 
use the term ‘modern’ (Wenlin 4.0, 2011)?4 The answer could be the 
same of ‘what is beauty?’, with beauty being ‘in the eye of the behold‑
er’. In other words, we are mindful of personal inclinations and pref‑
erences to define beauty, and even though we might disagree on the 
degree of beauty of an object or a person, there is ordinarily some 
collective consensus because time and cultural influences are key 
factors in reaching a definition. Nonetheless, even though we might 
reach consensus of what is modern and modernity at a specific point 
in time, definitions do vary. 

The perception of modernity as an ever‑changing concept is predi‑
cated on the diversity and subjectivity of the historical debates: what 
historians might consider modern and where they would place the 
birth of modern China are all subjective matters. Questions about 
modernity are worth asking because they prompt historians to come 
up with a definition and the more definitions we have, the more 
nuanced and aware we become. Historians are shaped by the social 
context in which they conduct themselves as individuals and devel‑
op and articulate their ideas, and so does their concept of moderni‑
ty. ‘My’ idea of China’s modernity was influenced by my upbringing 
in Europe in the second half of the twentieth century, my life expe‑
rience and perhaps gender. When my interest in modern Chinese 
history developed, I was acutely aware of Italy’s similarities with 
China during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries: it was mostly 
an agrarian economy characterised by so‑called ‘delayed industrial‑
isation’ process and strong social and nationalist movements. It is a 
possibility that my interest in state‑ and nation‑building, as well as 
mass mobilisation, developed from a familiarity with these topics. 

4 The etymology of ‘modern’ in Chinese is a tell‑tale sign of the nuances embedded in 
the word: “modern [ˈmɑdərn] 1. xiàndài de 现代的; jìndài de 近代的 现代的 xiàndài de 现
代的; jìndài de 近代的; jìndài de xiàndài de 现代的; jìndài de 近代的 近代的 xiàndài de 现代

的; jìndài de 近代的 xiàndài de 现代的; jìndài de 近代的 2. xīnshì de 新式的; shímáo de 时髦

的 fashionable; módēng 摩登 ‹loan› modern; fashionable” (Wenlin 4.0, 2011). The anal‑
ogy ‘modern‑fashionable’ is fascinating: what is fashionable at a certain point in time 
is usually new, and what is new is more often than not considered modern, particularly 
by young people whom by definition have a shorter historical memory.
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The influence of time and cultural trends should also be considered. 
Historians tend to ask similar questions and historical interpretations 
rise and swirl. For instance, in the 1990s the topics of state‑build‑
ing, civil society, nationalism, and internationalisation became key 
research areas (Wakeman 1993). Very likely, the fall of the Berlin Wall 
and the widespread application of the World Wide Web enhanced our 
perception of interconnectedness and globalisation. In the 1990s, the 
debate about Chinese modernisation during the Republican period was 
all the rage and the book China’s Quest for Modernization: A Historical 
Perspective (Wakeman, Wang 1997) marked an important development 
for two reasons: first, it made clear that modernisation could only be 
understood and defined in ‘historical perspective’ and by encompass‑
ing a breadth of topics; and second, that the chronology of modern‑
isation was comprehensive of late imperial China. In other words, it 
would be unwise to try and single‑out Republican China as the cradle 
of modernity, and continuities across time and space may be more 
useful indicators for exploring modernity.

However, relinquishing periodisation is not that straightforward, 
and would that be even a wise move? Periodisation is a necessary 
evil whose pitfalls are well understood, but there are also gains to 
be made from it. How we divide up and designate time‑periods is a 
convention often shaped by whom is in power. The one‑party state 
system complicated matters further in the People’s Republic of China 
and Taiwan, but in essence power and periodisation go hand in hand 
everywhere. Periodisation prompts historians to question who was 
driving what narratives for the period they examine and why. It is 
this kind of approach that ultimately makes a more nuanced under‑
standing of history possible. For instance, the Guomindang (Nation‑
alist Party) and the Communists articulated their notions of the state 
vis‑à‑vis modernity, and so did the late Qing’s government. If one 
would like to have the measure of the process entailing the craft‑
ing of the modern state, then this purpose would be best served by 
exploring the topic across different time‑periods: the continuities 
between the late Qing state, its reforms, and the Republic are a case 
in point (Horowitz 2003). On the other hand, we must be conscious 
that the political parties and governments neither represented faith‑
fully, nor summed up attitudes towards modernities across the whole 
of China. To account for that, we should examine the relationship 
between geography and modernity.

Understanding Chinese modernity is intimately connected to its 
geography. Chinese cities have been at the centre of historical enquiry, 
with Shanghai being considered the torchbearer for modernity. Howev‑
er, there is more to Chinese cities than the treaty ports and capitals 
(Nanjing and Beijing) and we should root for the ‘not‑so‑cool’ cities. 
In addition, change did not stop at the city walls and there is a case 
to be made for granting rural modernity equal standing. Approaching 
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modernity by framing these three geographical points of contact on the 
one hand enables us to showcase diversity, and on the other sets the 
stage for the exploration of individual modernity in the next section.

Shanghai was the crucible for Chinese and foreign modernities. 
It was a treaty port risen from humble beginnings, where multi‑
ple forces were at play and moved fast during the late Qing period 
and Republican China: trade and commerce, the interaction between 
Chinese and foreign businesses, workers from the rural areas, print‑
ing business, transportation, schools and universities, and new trends 
in consumption and culture, just to name but a few. Shanghai moder‑
nity, Yeh argued, was the result of a unique mix which was specific 
to this city and different from the rest of China (Yeh 1997). For this 
reason, Shanghai cannot speak for the rest of China and the explora‑
tion of the not‑quite‑so glamorous cities would certainly yield differ‑
ent conclusions, but how so?

Cities such as Nanchang and Lanzhou show that various moderni‑
ties were in action and proceeded at different speeds. In Nanchang, 
the provincial capital of Jiangxi province, changes to the urban land‑
scape and transportation came thick and fast after the establishment 
of the Nanjing government. Specific political developments facilitat‑
ed urban regeneration projects: from mid to late 1927, the province 
became the hiding site for the Communists and further down the 
line, in 1931, the headquarters of the First Chinese Soviet Republic. 
Chiang Kai‑shek moved its military headquarters to Nanchang in 
the early 1930s and this presence changed both urban dynamics and 
landscape: the reorganisation of the city‑planning and the upgrade 
of sanitation and transportation were certainly linked to Chiang’s 
presence in town (Ferlanti 2013). Lanzhou, the provincial capital of 
Gansu province in the northwest of China, was more remote than 
Nanchang geographically and, around the same time, it experienced 
large‑scale changes. Peripheral cities, according to Strand, were in 
fact nodal points of exchange based on ongoing relationships among 
cities of different sizes and importance, and challenged the dichoto‑
my of local vs global and rural vs urban. For instance, the employment 
of urban planners, engineers, bureaucrats matched the expansion 
of the state through “the import of new technologies and organiza‑
tional forms” (Strand 2000, 107‑8, 125). These middle‑ranking urban 
centres demonstrate that diverse experiences of modernities existed. 
They proceeded at different speed depending on the set of local condi‑
tions, geographical or otherwise, and all together produced unique 
blends of modernity. Nonetheless, these phenomena were intercon‑
nected. To begin with, Shanghai modernity was not bottled up and 
one‑sided, and ramifications across urban and rural China could be 
traced through the movement of people, such as migrant workers, and 
the circulation of ideas through newspapers and periodicals print‑
ed in the city (Yeh 2000, 1‑16). Dynamics whose beneficial effects, 
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incidentally, current insular policy‑makers across the world seem to 
be ignorant of. In other words, modernity and interconnectivity were 
features of rural China too. 

Far from being cut off from the changes that were shaking and 
stirring cities small and large, rural China was not a passive recip‑
ient of the transformations taking place elsewhere, but took them 
in, readapted and ultimately shared them out again. In addition, the 
exchange went in both directions. China’s rural revolution is a classic 
example of just that: long before the Nationalists and the Communists 
cast eye on the revolutionary potential of the rural masses with the 
Nationalist Party’s Peasant Movement Training Institute and Peng 
Pai’s Hailufeng Soviet in the 1920s, the countryside had experienced 
collective organised protests and violent takeovers. Indeed, some of 
these were linked to developments far afield, such as the changes in 
the economy in the South of China, the wider circulation of goods 
beyond the treaty ports and foreign ideas; but others were rooted 
in local circumstances, for instance, the scarcity of good land to 
till during the late Qing period which combined with loosely Chris‑
tian‑inspired ideas produced the Taiping rebellion (Gao 2016; Thax‑
ton 1997; Wakeman 1997; Rowe 2009). One could argue that Commu‑
nism, a foreign import, by spreading to the rural areas delivered 
cultural, social and economic modernities, but the process was by 
its very nature fragmented and so were the modernities that trav‑
elled with it. Communism took hold, when and where it did, through 
a process of sifting and adaption in which the peasants and local 
society partook. The analysis of the Land Law in 1931, the Land 
Investigation Movement in 1933‑34, and the land policy during the 
Yan’an period reveals that each of them marks different approach‑
es to the land question. These were not based on academic discus‑
sions, but had to take into consideration multiple actors’ responses 
(as social classes and individuals), not to mention the local geogra‑
phy and economy. For example, the relative tolerance towards the 
middle peasants shown in 1931, at the dawn of the soviet experience 
in Jiangxi, was eroded by the acceleration of the land confiscation 
and fines imposed throughout 1933‑34, and then rural policies were 
remodu lated during the Yan’an period, after the fall of the Central 
Soviet and under the changed circumstances of the war against Japan 
(Schram 1992, 822‑5; Saich, Yang 1994, 602‑3; Goodman 2000). The 
Communist revolution stretched long and wide, and through cycles 
of indigenisation, it scattered many modernities across China.

Two considerations follow from the above. The first would be that 
the divide between modern and traditional pertaining to urban and 
rural China is artificial and often dismissive of the latter’s capacity 
to generate its own blend of modernity. The second would be that the 
dynamic relationship between urban and rural China, and the liminal 
spaces in between neither rural nor urban, could be approached more 
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beneficially from the perspective of ‘networks of modernity’. Just like 
highways and local roads, there were pathways of modernities that 
criss‑crossed the country at different speed and degree of traffic, 
resulting in several combinations. Through local histories, histori‑
ans can map these pathways and explore points of contact, and in 
turn can achieve a more thorough understanding of modernity. This 
approach, however, is not without its drawbacks, namely the analy‑
sis of places and communities risks obscuring individual experienc‑
es. The next section tries to address this issue by focussing on indi‑
vidual modernity, and does so by exploring the relationship between 
the individual and the modern state. 

2 The Individual and the Modern State

Historians did not invent the concept of Chinese modernity. Chinese 
contemporaries grappled with this same issue and analysed and debat‑
ed at length modernity and China’s path to modernisation. Argua‑
bly, what Chinese citizens perceived as being modern in the early 
Republican period was as subjective as the historians’ approaches. But 
contemporaries’ perception of social changes and attitudes can bring 
us closer to defining Chinese modernity, and much can be understood 
by observing what they embraced, resisted, or left them nonplussed. 

Nation‑ and state‑building and individual interactions with the 
state are central themes of modern China. The latter was an integral 
part of dynastic China too, but we can concur that the shift from the 
imperial subject to the Republican citizen was momentous and was 
perceived as an ingress into modern China. However, was it radi‑
cal or even unforeseen? Not quite so. The act of becoming modern 
was not like turning a tap on and off and was nurtured by ideas and 
practices all vying for attention and not necessarily new, which then 
became prevalent depending on the context. As for the individual, 
debates over the concept of ‘citizenship’ and what meant to be and 
become a modern citizen evolved over time and certainly we cannot 
simply credit the Republic for it. 

Liang Qichao’s essays about the “new citizen”, his rethinking of 
the empire as a “citizen‑state” and his definition of “the legitimate 
role of si [the individual] as the basic of civic participation” (Zarrow 
2012, 76‑7) give the sense of the depth of intellectual and political 
change that was taking place before the Republic came into being. 
These concepts stemmed from an intellectual debate whose schol‑
arly roots were planted deeply into the imperial system and radical 
Confucianism (Zarrow 2005, 12‑29). It was not a lofty debate, and 
Liang’s understanding of the new citizen was more practical than 
philosophical, as Fung, following in Zarrow’s footsteps, explained:
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[Liang’s] new citizens (xin min) were not subjects or commoners 
but people exercising rights, especially the right of political par‑
ticipation. [...] His new citizens were empowered as members of a 
political community and organic society, with a consciousness of 
their rights, actively participating in the determination of China’s 
destiny in an age of imperialism and in a world of competing na‑
tion‑states. (Fung 2006, 456‑7) 

Hence, the new citizen required a nation‑state, or as Liang noted 
a “citizen‑state” (Zarrow 2012, 76‑7), in which the right of political 
participation would be recognised. It follows that the nation (or citi‑
zen‑state) could not exist without the new citizen and the seeds of the 
modern state were planted long before the Republic.

The newly established Republic, however, can be credited for 
unleashing the new citizen and modern citizenship’s potential. 
State‑building and education were chosen channels for achieving 
such an outcome, and the attempt of teaching modern citizenship 
was systematic during the Republican period (Culp 2007). In 1912 
Cai  Yuanpei, in his capacity of Minister of Education, explained how 
education could shape Chinese citizens. He concluded that China 
needed both a “military education for citizens” and a “moral educa‑
tion for citizens [...] because strong neighbours are all oppressing us, 
we have to plan hastily for self‑protection”; also, “after a revolution 
by the militarists, it is hard to guarantee that there will not be a peri‑
od when the militarists will wield political power” (Teng, Fairbank 
1954, 235‑6). The “military education for citizens”, Cai admitted, was 
a legacy of the Qing dynasty, but given the international situation it 
could not be disregarded; it combined Confucian ethical principles 
with the principles that had inspired the French Revolution (Teng, 
Fairbank 1954, 235‑6). Even though Cai’s Republican ideas of citi‑
zenship were articulated through traditional practices and values, 
the resulting values were not necessarily at odds with modernity. 

Both Liang and Cai’s ideas show that discussions about the citizen 
cannot be separated from the context in which the citizen conduct‑
ed itself. Despite the patent continuities with the past, the Repub‑
lic set a novel direction of travel, and during the early years the 
nation‑ and state‑building process proceeded almost hand in hand. 
One could consider Yuan Shikai’s state‑building efforts confined only 
to the state, however it was the state that oversaw the shaping up of 
citizens. The “making of the Republican citizen” was a long process 
that was kept on the state agenda for many years to come, and the 
objective was to mould a citizen that would identify with and be loyal 
to the new state (Harrison 2000). Even if these phenomena were not 
necessarily original, the nation‑ and the state‑building process, and 
the citizens’ education and modernity came together in the early 
years of the Republic.
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It was in the interaction between the modern state and the individ‑
ual that collective and individual modernities interfaced. The Repub‑
lic was the outcome of a revolution, the Xinhai Revolution, and chron‑
ologically the beginning of a new era. In addition, the state fostered 
the idea that the Republic was a break with the past and promoted 
modern attitudes and behaviours across Chinese politics and soci‑
ety. Some were superficial, others more consequential: pictures of 
the Nanjing Provisional Government show officials sporting short 
hair and western clothing at its inauguration (Zhongguo renmin 
zhengzhi xieshang huiyi Jiangsu weiyuanhui banggongting 2001, 62), 
and citizens attended public ceremonies to celebrate the newly mint‑
ed Republic with a National Day on the Double Tenth (Harrison 2000, 
49‑91). The use of national flags in public ceremonies and schools, 
and the sharing of behaviours, such as social etiquette with modern 
greetings and customs such as clothing, came to define the Repub‑
lican citizen and were identified as markers of modernity (Harrison 
2000, 49‑91). The extent to which the change of regime and fashion 
statements of officials were genuine markers of modernity is anoth‑
er matter, as we ought to differentiate between perception, repre‑
sentation and conforming with the latest fashion. Nonetheless, to the 
wider population who were neither involved in the decision‑making 
process nor acquainted with intellectual debates about the modern 
citizen, the sight of compatriots who were wearing unfamiliar clothes 
and changed flags at ceremonies was indeed a new spectacle. Public 
displays and official ceremonies were also in line with the recon‑
figuration of the public space, which was influenced by the ways 
space was planned by municipal administrations or spontaneous‑
ly assigned to specific uses (e.g. parks, factories, and the Bund, to 
name a few), and the new ways in which it was enjoyed by the citizens 
(Tsin 1999). In other words, modernity went beyond the act of build‑
ing the state and adopting national symbols, and promoted behav‑
ioural changes while reconfiguring the space the individuals inhabit‑
ed. But how did collective perceptions of modernity and expectations 
of (some) individuals manage to form and circulate across Chinese 
society and beyond urban China? The answer, historians argue, is 
through education.

Education in the Republican period was instrumental in articu‑
lating contemporary notions of modernity. The debate about modern 
education fed from a multitude of contributors and the introduction of 
modern curricula in schools across China and in rural areas affected 
attitudes towards change and seeded the notion of modernity beyond 
school gates. Historians have written extensively about the implica‑
tions of the overhaul of post‑1912 Chinese education for the nation‑ 
and state‑building project, and for students and women (Culp 2007; 
VanderVen 2012; Bailey 2007). A crucial aspect was also the widen‑
ing access to the profession of teachers and the expansion of rural 
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schools, all of which contributed to disseminating ideas of moderni‑
ty across China for over three decades (Liu 2009; Cong 2007). The 
setting up of normal schools and colleges eased late Qing licentiates 
and higher degree holders into the teaching profession, as they were 
given preference in the application process, or were selected specif‑
ically by the new school system introduced between 1902 and 1905 
(Cong 2007, 38‑9, 44). Furthermore, the intake of a younger genera‑
tion, who had been trained in the new school system since the late Qing 
period, and the expansion of the rural school networks consolidated 
modern curricula and contributed to the spreading of revolutionary 
ideas at county level and below (Averill 1987, 285‑6; 2007, 14‑16). Over 
time, the propagation of schools in rural areas widened the access to 
education for students and teachers of rural origins, a trend that grew 
during the late 1920s and 1930s (Liu 2009, 577‑9, 584‑5). Basically, 
not only did the progressive overhaul of education driven by the liter‑
ate élites change the educational system and promoted social mobil‑
ity, but also popularised ideas and perceptions of modernity across 
China. This is not to say that these ideas bedded in the system homo‑
geneously, as time and geography must be also considered. 

The perception of modernity by contemporaries is hugely signifi‑
cant for defining modernity. For instance, although the historiogra‑
phy has long dismissed the idea of the May Fourth mobilisation as 
the starting point for Chinese modernity, it was instantly credited 
with marking the birth of modern China. Its association with moder‑
nity was perhaps so pervasive, I suggest, also because it projected 
an idea of modernity and behaviours that foreigners were familiar 
with. John Dewey, the reputed academic, philosopher and education‑
alist, on witnessing the ongoing student protests in Beijing in June 
1919 remarked the novelty of girls’ participation in the street protests 
and argued that “we are witnessing the birth of a nation” (Dewey, 
Dewey 1920, 7). But how were the 1919 student protests different 
from the rallies and boycotts which took place across China between 
January and June 1915 in response to the Twenty‑One Demands from 
Japan? In 1915, overseas and Chinese students, citizens’ associations, 
Chambers of Commerce, shopkeepers etc., all took to the streets and 
carried out boycotts of Japanese goods, and one can even observe 
the setting up of a National Salvation Fund in Shanghai supported by 
business and bankers (Luo 1993, 297‑309). Why were those protests 
not sufficiently ‘modern’ and ‘national’? On what grounds can one 
take the position that 1915, to paraphrase Dewey’s words, did not 
mark the birth of modern China? 

There are in fact no grounds, unless we reason that perhaps the May 
Fourth Incident and the generation that came to be defined by it were 
on the winning side and had the chance to tell the story and to do so 
very loudly from 1949 onwards. This is not to say that the story they 
told was unsound, but it is worth noting that the May Fourth generation 
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of revolutionaries who entered the domain of mass politics by joining 
the Chinese Communist Party and the Nationalist Party would not have 
been able to achieve as much as they did without the spadework of the 
preceding generation, the late‑Qing generation (Ferlanti 2020). The 
historiography has come to a nuanced appraisal which compensates 
the Chinese Communist Party’s narrative of the May Fourth Move‑
ment. However, its enduring prominence reinforces the idea that the 
birth of modern China is to be found in the Republican period. 

3 Conclusions

This essay has explored the many ways in which historians and 
Chinese contemporaries understood and articulated Chinese moder‑
nity. It argues that the concept of Chinese modernity is an inven‑
tion predicated on the sum of historical subjectivities and contem‑
poraries’ experiences of modernity. I drew attention, instead, to the 
existence of many and often competing modernities which developed 
across China, and argued that concepts such as ‘hybrid’, ‘peripher‑
al’ and ‘rural’ modernities are a better fit to define the relationship 
between China and modernity during the Republican period. While 
Republican China encompassed individuals and society whose behav‑
iours, interactions and characteristics we may regard as modern, 
choosing the Republic’s establishment to mark the birthday of the 
modern state is tricky: we are aware of how things ended up with 
Sun Yat‑sen handing over the Republic to Yuan Shikai, a remarkably 
non‑modern looking leader, and the Republic ceasing to function as a 
national institution in the space of just a few years. To these days, the 
outset of the Republic is generally dealt with quickly by historians, 
and the birth of modern China is often associated with the 1919 May 
Fourth Incident and Movement. What we can perhaps agree upon is 
that the debates and dynamics that characterised the late nineteenth 
century and the early Republican period, the May Fourth Movement, 
the Northern Expedition, China and the West, and the Nationalist 
and the Communist revolutions etc., each embodied multiple moder‑
nities which originated and developed in different places and reached 
across China and beyond.
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1 The Paradigm of the Modernisation Theory

In the last decades of the Qing dynasty (1644‑1911), China experi‑
enced a manifold moment of crisis, going through a profound evolu‑
tion of its political, institutional, and social systems. In interpreting 
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such changes, both Western and Chinese scholars have adopted 
alternative theoretical paradigms, judging in different ways the role 
played by the Chinese encounter/clash with the West.

Before examining these interpretations, it is worth taking a care‑
ful look at how Chinese Marxist historiography has conceived foreign 
presence in nineteenth‑century China: for the most part, it has been 
denounced as an imperialist aggression perpetrated by Western 
powers to encroach upon China’s sovereignty. The reaction of the 
Chinese against this imperialist act has been highlighted by many 
authors, such as Fan Wenlan, who considered the people’s resistance 
to foreign invaders as the “main thread” in modern Chinese histo‑
ry. Focussing on the aggressive nature of Western expansionism, 
he stressed how the grief and misery of the Chinese people caused 
by imperialist powers led to rebellions and revolutions (Fan 1949). 
This approach has emphasised the role of uprisings and insurgen‑
cies, giving rise to an interpretative paradigm shared by the early 
generation of PRC historians, such as Guo Moruo, Jian Bozan, and Li 
Dingsheng: in their view, the struggle against imperialism was the 
‘main theme’ (zhuti 主题) of modern Chinese history, whose ontolog‑
ical basis was provided by the revolutionary trope.

Moving beyond the celebratory nature of Marxist scholarship, it 
is interesting to consider other historiographical approaches, wide‑
ly endorsed at the end of the 1990s: largely influenced by Western 
theories of modernisation – which have had a wide impact on Chinese 
academic circles since the mid/late 1980s –, these new perspectives 
abandoned the revolutionary archetype, calling for a historical 
re‑examination of the late Qing period.

The forerunner and main proponent of this new trend was Luo 
Rongqu, professor of American History at Beijing University; in the 
early 1980s, he gave a series of lectures at Princeton University, 
where he met and began an intense intellectual exchange with  Cyril 
E. Black, author of the famous book The Dynamics of Moderniza‑
tion (1966). Fearful of being accused of introducing “Western bour‑
geois theories” in China, Luo did not officially begin his research on 
Chinese modernisation until 1986, when the Anti‑Spiritual Pollution 
Campaign was finally over (Wang 1986). By the end of his life, Luo 
was considered the pioneering scholar of the modernisation para‑
digm, having written many volumes on this subject (Luo 1992; 1993).

Moreover, as early as 1985, Black’s book had already been present‑
ed in the journal Dushu by Ding Xueliang, a professor at Fudan Univer‑
sity, known for having introduced to China the theories of Durkheim, 
Weber, Talcott Parsons, and Huntington (Ding 1985a; 1985b). The 
issue of development and underdevelopment in non‑Western socie‑
ties was also addressed by other scholars, such as Sun Liping, Yan 
Lixian, and Li Huaiyin, who critically engaged with the foreign theo‑
ries of modernity.
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But it was only in the 1990s that the modernisation approach to 
the study of the late Qing period was widely accepted and recog‑
nised by the Chinese academy; in 1996, its definitive consecration 
would be marked by the endorsement of the President of the Chinese 
Academy of Social Sciences (CASS), Hu Sheng. In the preface to the 
second edition of the book From the Opium War to the May Fourth 
Movement, Hu argued how desirable it was and how decisive it would 
have been to use “modernisation” as the main narrative thread of 
modern history (Hu 1996): in this perspective, the focus of histori‑
cal writings should have not been the nature of productive and class 
relations, but the transition from traditional to modern institutions, 
and the role of values and cultural patterns of modernity.

The historian Feng Lin further contributed to this re‑interpre‑
tation, significantly in his two volumes Rethinking a Century of the 
History of China, whose synopsis reads: “The one‑hundred years of 
modern Chinese history were not merely a history of revolution; they 
were, in fact, a history of modernization” (Feng 1998).

Notably, however, the wide application of this interpretative 
framework does not imply an uncritical acceptance of Western 
thoughts: indeed, the Chinese intellectuals highlighted how the 
context in which Western theories of modernisation emerged – name‑
ly the 1950s and 1960s, during the Cold War – carries a whole series 
of political and cultural implications. According to Luo Rongqu, the 
idea of modernity was itself a Eurocentric concept, since it assumes 
that only Western societies could embody the ideal prototype of 
modernisation. Therefore, being the product of a positive view of 
social evolution, the modernisation theory can be considered the 
ideology of the US imperialism and its hegemony in the postwar 
years (Luo 1992; 1993). Such criticisms have also been voiced by 
other scholars, such as Wang Xudong and Li Junxiang, who refused 
to equate modernisation with Westernisation, arguing that moder‑
nity is not the result of a linear diffusion process, that moves from 
the West to the East (Wang, Li 2003).
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2 Reassessing the Role of Foreign Concessions

According to the modernisation paradigm, the root causes of China’s 
backwardness are not to be sought outside the country, but inside 
it: hence, they should not be misidentified with the imperialist pres‑
ence on Chinese territory in the nineteenth and twentieth centu‑
ries. Such an interpretation is ground‑breaking, since, in terms of 
historiographical research, it opens up the possibility of viewing 
foreign influence as playing a positive and active role in the trans‑
formation of Qing society.

Seen from this perspective, one of the most controversial issues is 
related to the interpretation of the main symbol of Western oppres‑
sion: foreign concessions (zujie 租界), established since the second 
half of the nineteenth century. Concessions were areas within the 
treaty ports, perpetually leased by the Chinese government to a 
foreign nation at the cost of a modest rent; foreign consuls, for their 
part, had the right to lease portions of this land to their fellow coun‑
tryman. Indeed, since the Chinese government retained its sovereign‑
ty over the leased territory, foreigners could not directly purchase 
the land, but only rent it ‘in perpetuity’. The concessions were also 
protected by extraterritoriality from the reach of the Chinese law: on 
the basis of this principle, foreign nations exercised their authority 
over their fellow citizens according to the laws of their own country.

Concessions were located both along the Chinese East Coast 
and inland, especially along the main waterways: Shanghai, Tian‑
jin, Hankou, and Xiamen were among the major cities in which they 
were established. The Shanghai concession was the biggest one: it 
was created in 1863, when the British and the Americans merged 
their areas, giving birth to the Shanghai International Settlement 
(Shanghai Gonggong Zujie 上海公共租界). Starting from 1849, even 
the French set up their concession in the city.

Drawing on the modernisation paradigm, many authors, starting 
from the late 1990s and the early 2000s, have reassessed the role of 
concessions, reconsidering them no longer as ‘enclaves of imperialism’, 
but as catalyst centres of modern innovations and as key attractions for 
foreign commerce, investment, banking, and manufacturing. Among 
these authors were Zhou Jiming from People’s University, Wu Shiying 
from Shandong University, Xiong Yuezhi from Shanghai Academy of 
Social Sciences, Wang Limin from the East China University of Politi‑
cal Science and Law in Shanghai, Zhang Haoran from Henan Normal 
University, Tu Wenxue from Jianghan University in Wuhan, Chen Ming‑
yuan from the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences in Beijing, Yang 
Bingde and Chi Congwen, both from Zhejiang University.

It is worth noting that, despite their innovative approach, in the 
opening section of their essays, many scholars seem to adhere to the 
old‑fashioned assumption that concessions are the product of Western 
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invasion: indeed, they present foreign settlements as an institutional 
foundation of modern capitalism, a microcosm of imperialist domi‑
nation. From this standpoint, concessions are still portrayed as “the 
land of sin, the source of aggression, and the hell on earth” (Zhang, 
Niu 2004, 255), and foreign powers are depicted as carrying out reck‑
less political, economic and cultural aggression against China, caus‑
ing tremendous suffering to its people (Zhang 2008).

It seems that the purpose of these statements is to show formal 
respect to the ideological assumptions of the previous historiogra‑
phy, maintaining a dialectical approach to the subject. Indeed, these 
negative judgments, once given, are gradually abandoned, shifting 
towards a more positive appraisal of foreign concessions: instead of 
their nefarious impact on Chinese society, their constructive role is 
cautiously recognised, re‑evaluating them as models of modern urban 
civilisation and management systems from the West (Chen 2013).

Among others, Chen Mingyuan justifies this revaluation in Marx‑
ist terms, identifying the ideological underpinning of his analysis in 
Marx’s concept of ‘constructive mission’ ( jianshexing shiming 建设性

使命; Chen 2013). As is well known, in The Future Results of British 
Rule in India the German philosopher had predicted that Britain and 
other Western power invaders would accomplish a dual mission: one 
was destructive, in the sense of eliminating the old Asian‑style soci‑
ety; the other was a constructive mission, to lay the material foun‑
dation for Western‑style society in Asia (Marx 1853). Drawing on 
Marx, Chen argues that in Shanghai, Tianjin, Wuhan, and other trea‑
ty ports, this “constructive mission” partially got rid of the corrupt 
imperial autocratic dictatorship and feudal bureaucracy, and initial‑
ly achieved a civilised municipal version of capitalism. Therefore, he 
re‑evaluates concessions as “constructive forces” in terms of laying 
the foundation for the material civilisation of modern society. From 
this perspective, foreign concessions are thus viewed as the initial 
engine of China’s modernisation process, as an opportunity to hybrid‑
ise Chinese and Western cultures; they placed the modern Europe‑
an urban model alongside the traditional prototype of a Chinese city, 
challenging it in a constructive way.

Most of these studies focussed on Shanghai, defining the Inter‑
national Settlement as “a country within a country” (guo zhong zhi 
guo 国中之国): even though its territory formally belonged to China, 
it is considered a self‑contained “small country” (Zhou 1997). Being 
China’s most modern and Westernised city, Shanghai was indeed the 
place where the earliest steps towards modernisation were made. 
In this respect, we need to remember that, as China’s greatest port 
city and largest multifunctional economic centre since the 1850s, 
Shanghai has been the major economic and cultural hub of the entire 
nation. Its rapid rise from the status of a small county town to that 
of “the largest metropolis in the Far East” and of the “Paris of the 
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East” (Zhang 2008) was due to the convergence of several factors: 
one was geographical, related to its position on the Yangzi estuary, 
which provided port facilities, a safe harbour and ready communi‑
cation by waterways along the Yangzi as far as Sichuan province.

Another factor was economic, related to the food surplus produced 
in the fertile rice‑growing region of the Yangzi delta and to the fact 
that Chinese brokers attracted capitals of landlord‑gentry from the 
rich hinterland. Furthermore, the role of foreign government should 
not be overlooked, which guaranteed security and prosperity: West‑
ern merchants easily made money and enabled their Chinese assis‑
tants and counterparts to do the same.

From a management point of view, foreign powers established 
independent administrative, policing, and judicial institutions in the 
concession, with a certain degree of self‑government; they stationed 
regular armed forces, used waterways, walls, iron fences, soldiers, 
and patrol guards with guns to separate the concession from the 
urban area, preventing the Chinese from entering and leaving at 
will (Zhou 1997).

In addition, there were many features of urban infrastructure 
and facilities in the concession that were rarely found in the tradi‑
tional Chinese part of the city: modern paved streets, lighting, 
sewers, running water and public transport services. Foreigners 
enjoyed a high standard of living, based on a meat‑centred diet, 
modern houses, stylish clothes, and leather footwear (Chen 2013). 
In this respect, Zhou Jiming, citing some articles published in the 
Shenbao 申报 – the most important newspaper in Shanghai at that 
time –,1 stresses how Guo Songtao and Kang Youwei, who visited the 
city respectively in 1856 and 1879, were impressed by the “wonders” 
of modernity, especially the electric lighting, the maintenance of 
the streets, always kept clean and tidy (Zhou 1997). Metaphorical‑
ly, modern districts were regarded as symbols of the supremacy 
of Western civilisation, while the traditional Chinese areas were 
seen as a sign of weakness. The state of the roads reflected this 
contrast – the old roads in the Chinese quarters were relatively 
narrow, uneven and dirty. They were built with mud or gravel and 
were dusty or muddy depending on the season.

Equally important, within the concession, were the rules for 
urban decorum: hanging laundry or placing household items on 
the facades of houses, for example, was strictly forbidden. Accord‑
ing to the Shenbao, in the early 1870s fines and punishments were 
imposed for not respecting such rules of decorum, especially on 

1 Considered the most significant Chinese‑language newspaper of the time, the Shen‑
bao was founded by a British businessman, Ernest Major (1841‑1908), and started pub‑
lication in the Shanghai International Settlement in 1872 (cf. Tsai 2009).
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Chinese residents (Zhang 2008). The flourishing of a local press 
brought a further sense of modernity.

With regard to administration, the concession implemented the 
separation of powers: the legislative, the judicial, and the adminis‑
trative were relatively independent and counterbalanced each other. 
Authority was exercised by the Council of Taxpayers, made up of 
all foreign residents subjected to the payment of taxes. However, 
between the end of the nineteenth and the beginning of the twenti‑
eth century, they were only a small minority (between 5 and 10%) of 
the entire Chinese population (Zhou 1997). Chinese residents paid 
their taxes, but they lacked political representation, as would have 
been the case under the Chinese system.

Another noteworthy aspect was the observance of the principle of 
inviolability of private property and the protection of private entre‑
preneurship. In that way, the concessions also attracted domestic 
Chinese capital, thus creating the most developed area of capital‑
ism in China (Zhou 1997).

Not to be overlooked is also the question of consular jurisdiction, 
which favored the introduction of Western criminal laws, in place of 
Chinese criminal law (Gong 2012). According to the unequal treaties, 
if there was a dispute between a Chinese and a foreign citizen, the 
peaceful mediators had to be identified by officials of the two coun‑
tries. Cases involving Western subjects, regardless of person or prop‑
erty, were investigated and handled by foreign officials. Not being 
directly controlled by the Qing government and based on the princi‑
ple of extraterritoriality, the concessions offered political asylum to 
personalities who wanted to escape the persecution of the Manchu 
court, for example Zhang Binglin, Yu Youren, Liu Shipei. Besides refu‑
gees from impoverished or disaster‑stricken areas who were look‑
ing for work, Shanghai sheltered about 1.5 million Chinese refugees 
after the Taiping rebellion in 1850, and many remained there even 
after the suppression of the uprising (Zhou 1997).

Another important aspect to consider is that, even though most of 
the aforementioned studies methodologically draw on the modern‑
isation theory, they can also be connected, to some extent, to the 
‘impact‑response theory’ (chongji‑huiying lun 冲击 ‑ 回应论), proposed 
in the 1950s and 1960s by John K. Fairbank and the American schol‑
ars of the so‑called ‘Harvard School’. This theory has been questioned 
from a different perspective, adopted by several Chinese scholars since 
the 1990s: the so‑called ‘China‑centred approach’ (Zhongguo zhongx‑
in guan 中国中心观) developed by Paul A. Cohen (1984).2 According 

2 The first translation of Cohen’s (Ke Wen in Chinese) book dates back to 1989 (Ke 
1989). It was translated by Lin Tongqi, a Chinese historian who moved to the United 
States in 1984 and worked at Harvard University until his death in 2015.
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to his vision, the ‘impact‑response theory’ would have overestimated 
China’s encounter/clash with foreigners, conveying a marked dichot‑
omy between a backward East and a dynamic West. The analysis of 
Harvard scholars indeed reveals how they are not immune from cultur‑
al biases and how they should be on alert for ethnocentric distortion. 
By contrast, Cohen suggests that the notion of ‘West’ is a mutable and 
relative concept, historically and geographically situated. Consequent‑
ly, one could not look at the West as a whole, as a single entity that has 
a sole and unique impact on non‑Western societies.

Though widely accepted by the Chinese academy (Wang, Lu 2007; 
Xiang 2013; Zhao, Zeng 2006), Cohen’s theory has also been ques‑
tioned by some scholars who have highlighted its limits and short‑
comings (Li 2010; Pan 2009; Xia 2006; Yi 2008; Zhu 2011). The 
‘China‑centred approach’, for instance, has been condemned for the 
fact that it dates the beginning of modern Chinese history back to 
the eighteenth or even the sixteenth century, asserting that China’s 
domestic political and social situation at that time would have largely 
defined the structural conditions of the country in the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries. Invoking the concept of ‘transcendental histori‑
cal continuity’, Cohen rewrites the historical modernisation process, 
blurring the boundary between ‘tradition’ and ‘modernity’. In this 
way, the chasm that separates Chinese tradition from modernity is 
bridged and China is presented as stepping through an ‘innate path 
of modernisation’ which began in the sixteenth century; consequent‑
ly, deliberately and unintentionally, the role of foreign powers would 
be underplayed and China’s self‑determining continuity would be 
highlighted. It is precisely this weakening of the influence of foreign 
imperialism that is unacceptable to Chinese scholars, as much as the 
downsizing of the scope of the modernisation process.

3 The Dangers of ‘Historical Nihilism’

The different approaches and debates examined so far are a sign of 
the intellectual vitality that animated the Chinese academy during 
recent decades. However, since President Xi Jinping came to power, 
such liveliness has been extinguished, mostly as a result of tightening 
ideological control over Chinese universities. Xi’s campaign against 
historical nihilism (lishi xuwuzhuyi 历史虚无主义) has certainly been 
a step in this direction.

‘Historical nihilism’ is a term widely used to label any account that 
challenges CCP’s orthodox narratives or that brings into question the 
official interpretations of the country’s history. This epithet was first 
used by General Secretary Jiang Zemin in 1989, when he condemned 
what he considered harmful tendencies then prevailing within the 
Party (Wang 2018). Many years later, President Xi Jinping has returned 
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to this concept with greater emphasis, defining it as a major misrep‑
resentation of the history of the Communist Party and of the People’s 
Republic, and one of several ideological vices that had ‘seriously erod‑
ed’ the CCP. According to Xi, historical nihilism would completely deny 
Marxism, the leadership of the Party, and the Chinese socialist system, 
undermining the foundation of CCP ideology (Xi 2016).

Historical nihilism has also been recorded among seven false 
ideological trends, the so‑called ‘Seven Unmentionables’ (qige bu 
yao jiang 七个不要讲, or qi bu jiang 七不讲), listed within an internal 
(neibu 内部) CCP document, the “Communiqué on the Current State of 
the Ideological Sphere” (ChinaFile 2013). The document called on all 
media and government educational bodies to consider seven serious 
problems that deserved attention and that reflected the harshness 
and complexity of the struggle in the ideological sphere. The current 
Party leadership has indeed outlined ‘seven speak‑nots’, subjects that 
are off‑limits for academic discussion: universal values, civil socie‑
ty, civil rights, judicial independence, press freedom, the privileged 
capitalist class, and the Party’s historical mistakes. And it is precise‑
ly to the latter that historical nihilism can be ascribed. In rejecting 
the official version that the CCP provides of its own history, histori‑
cal nihilism would try to question the historical mission of the Party, 
contesting its legitimacy. Furthermore, close adherence to Western 
thought and ideas (especially political ones) could undermine the 
stability of the Communist regime.

In addition to the press and media, the 2013 provisions also applied 
to the academy: as early as 2014, a survey conducted by the Party 
press in more than 20 faculties of Social Sciences and Humanities 
in Beijing, Shanghai, Guangzhou, Wuhan, and Shenyang, denounced 
disrespectful lecturers and professors for presenting a distorted 
image of Chinese history and culture, throwing mud at the nation 
and glorifying the West (Liaoning Ribao 2014).

Furthermore, in 2019, an editorial of the People’s Daily appealed 
to Chinese experts to free their research on the Qing period from 
the harmful influence of foreign historical nihilism (Zhou 2019). 
The appeal was welcomed by many Chinese scholars and academ‑
ics: according to Li Shizhen, a professor at Inner Mongolia Agricul‑
tural University, historical nihilism manifests itself in resenting 
the Western invasion as a means to promote the modernisation of 
China, and in disguising the real aims of imperialism as a stimu‑
lus to the progress of Chinese civilisation (Li 2020). The potential 
intellectual danger of the modernisation theory is also denounced 
by Wang Xiaowen, from Beijing Language and Culture Universi‑
ty, who stresses the necessity to strictly adhere to the analytical 
framework of historical and dialectical materialism (Wang 2017).

Zhao Xue and Han Sheng, professors at Shandong University and 
the Hebei Institute of Finance respectively, argue that the paradigm 
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of modernity is the result of the colonisation produced by the cultur‑
al imperialism of the West, whose hegemonic discourse is applied to 
the history of non‑European contexts (Zhao, Han 2020).

The tendency towards historical nihilism has also been identi‑
fied in some analyses related to foreign concessions. Particular‑
ly vocal in criticising this trend is Shen Bingqing, a professor at 
Fudan University: in his study on the Shanghai concession, the schol‑
ar contends that the International Settlement should not be viewed 
as a closed space with an efficient governance system, as often 
defined by those analysts that emphasise its management efficacy 
(Shen 2018). Conversely, Shen judges the governance of the Shang‑
hai International Settlement to be ineffective, also questioning its 
legal legitimacy, as it is derived from unequal treaties. For Shen, 
inefficiencies could be found at the administrative, financial, and 
jurisdictional levels, for example in the conflicts between Europe‑
an consuls and foreign taxpayers. But they are most evident in rela‑
tion to the Chinese residents, who suffered racial discrimination. 
Furthermore, the European administrative model is considered to 
be responsible for hindering the development of modern associa‑
tions and local enterprises, hampering the replacement of tradition‑
al organisations and jobs.

In conclusion, due to this kind of analysis, which presents a ‘correct’ 
and unilateral vision of history, the lively debates of the past decades, 
mostly based on scholarly conversations between Chinese and West‑
ern academic communities, have been completely silenced. This trend 
is extremely worrying, since it marks a turning point for independ‑
ent research, which has always been one of the main targets of Party 
censorship, but is now encountering unprecedented difficulties.
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1 Defining World History/Global History in Chinese

In modern Chinese historiography, there has been a significant sep‑
aration between a ‘national history’ (benguoshi 本国史) of China and 
a ‘history of the world’ (shijieshi 世界史) dealing with countries out‑
side China (also called waiguoshi 外国史, ‘foreign history’), particu‑
larly Western countries (also called xiyangshi 西洋史, ‘Western his‑
tory’). In the early decades of the twentieth century, the interest of 
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Chinese scholars in the ‘history of the world’ was mainly motivated 
by the desire to understand the decline of China’s role in the inter‑
national scenario. After 1949 – when the People’s Republic of China 
(PRC) borrowed Marxist historical materialism and its world history 
theory from the Soviet Union –, the use of the term shijieshi spread 
widely in Chinese academic circles. Although there has been some 
significant resistance by historians to ideological control, the task as‑
signed by the new regime to historians was to study the development 
of the world socialist revolution within which the establishment of the 
‘new democracy’ promoted by the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) 
began to take place (Fan 2021). In 1964, the Chinese Academy of So‑
cial Sciences founded its own Institute of World History (Zhongguo 
shehui kexueyuan shijie lishi yanjiusuo 中国社会科学院世界历史研究所). 
The institute undertook a separate study of the different world are‑
as remaining unrelated to the historiographical approach of World 
History/Global History.

It is impossible not to overlook the difficulty and ambiguity of the 
terminology. Historiographical perspective on World History/Global 
History uses different terminological formulations in different lan‑
guages, and this can often lead to misunderstanding. In material 
published in China and in related discussions, similar terms are of‑
ten applied to different approaches. The term ‘history of the world’ 
(shijieshi 世界史) often refers to specific historical studies of countries 
other than China, while ‘global history’ (quanqiushi 全球史) refers to 
the historiographical approaches of World History/Global History 
and mainly deals with history of the connections between different 
human communities. 

In fact, the approaches of World History/Global History concern 
“the story of connections within the global human community”, to use 
Manning’s definition (2003, 3), and emerge from an attempt by part 
of the Anglophone scholarship to overcome the concept of ‘universal 
history’, to break free from a teleological and Eurocentric vision and 
to abandon the centrality of nation‑states. In the early 1960s, William 
McNeill put the accent on relationships, interactions, and networks 
that transcend spatial divides. Here we do not wish to delve into the 
complexity of the debate around the definition of ‘World History/Glob‑
al History’ and the use of the term. However, a fundamental point to 
be made is that the interpretative paradigm of World History/Global 
History evidences an endeavour to abandon what is known as ‘con‑
ceptual Eurocentrism’ and not to ignore the particularities and spe‑
cificities of the histories of Others (Conrad 2016, 164‑75). While us‑
ing analytical concepts across time and space, it is important to be 
aware that concepts and terms always have their own historicity and 
are not neutral. In fact, they bear traces of the context and conditions 
from which they emerged. Although Chinese historians try to break 
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away from the influence of Eurocentrism in the discussion of World 
History/Global History, they often take as their basis European and 
American historical categories, which are not always suitable to ex‑
plain the Chinese reality. Thus World History/Global History often 
receives criticism in China, with accusations of being Euro centric 
even in the critique of Eurocentrism. Actually, one of the emerging 
methodological sensitivities of World History/Global History is the at‑
tention to what is defined in technical terms by the term ‘positional‑
ity’, i.e. the awareness that the place where a global historian writes 
is decisive for his point of view and shapes the way in which she/he 
reads and interprets history (Conrad 2016, 162‑84; Beckert, Sach‑
senmaier 2018, 1‑15).

In the panorama of World History/Global History studies in the PRC, 
a particularly interesting contribution comes from Prof. Ge Zhao‑
guang 葛兆光, a historian who was Director of the National Institute 
for Advanced Humanistic Studies at Fudan University (Shanghai) 
from 2007 to 2013. Born in 1950 in Shanghai, Prof. Ge graduated 
from Peking University in 1984. After teaching at Yangzhou Univer‑
sity, he was a faculty member of Tsinghua University from 1992 to 
2006 and was appointed to the post of Professor in the Department 
of History. Since the late 1990s, he has acquired extensive interna‑
tional experience as visiting scholar in Hong Kong and Taiwan, as 
well as in Japan, Belgium and the United States. 

From 2019 to 2021, Prof. Ge Zhaoguang promoted and coordinat‑
ed the production of the podcast Global history from the Perspective 
of China with hundreds of episodes in Chinese, divided into six sea‑
sons.1 Each season corresponds to a key theme: the origin of humani‑
ty, wars and migrations, the circulation of goods, religions and faiths, 
diseases and climate, and the great geographical discoveries.2 With 
the collaboration of various experts, this audio programme is mak‑
ing a significant contribution to the dissemination of themes and ap‑
proaches of World History/Global History in the PRC. As he himself 
recently explained to the Author of this essay in a private conversa‑
tion, Prof. Ge Zhaoguang gathered together over 20 young scholars 
to produce a set of more than 200 episodes using the Vistopia audio 
platform. The aim has been to guide society towards a sense of global 
citizenship that transcends the nation, one which leads to a feeling of 

1 The podcast Cong Zhongguo chufa de quanqiushi 从中国出发的全球史 (Global Histo‑
ry from the Perspective of China) is accessible by downloading the app: https://bit.
ly/3BiTKeJ (fee required).
2 It should be noted that many contributions by Chinese historians in the field of World 
History/Global History have so far focussed more on methodological and conceptual 
issues, while still relatively few works are addressing specific themes of World Histo‑
ry/Global History. This podcast, due to the variety of topics covered, is therefore par‑
ticularly rich and innovative.

https://bit.ly/3BiTKeJ
https://bit.ly/3BiTKeJ
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unity through equality and fraternity. The podcast concluded in 2021 
and is now being compiled into a book.3 Over the course of two and a 
half years, it is believed that nearly 100,000 listeners tuned in sever‑
al million times. A survey was undertaken which shows that the au‑
dience includes not only university students, postgraduate students, 
and white‑collar intellectuals, but also scholars in different fields, in‑
cluding economists, sociologists, legal scientists, not to mention fa‑
mous intellectuals and opinion leaders.

As for the discussion on terminology, Prof. Ge Zhaoguang explains 
that academic circles in the PRC are generally clear on a few points: 
‘history of the world’, shijieshi 世界史, is composed of regional or na‑
tional histories and is written in the style of a ‘puzzle’; it forms a 
historical narrative from a particular perspective (e.g. European‑ 
centred or China‑centred) and it refers to an ‘era’ (five social for‑
mations, ancient times, medieval times, or modern times); ‘global 
history’, quanqiushi 全球史, on the other hand, transcends national 
borders, emphasises interconnection, influences and intertwining, 
and advocates a ‘decentralised’ historical narrative often embrac‑
ing a long‑term period.

As Ge has noted, nowadays in the PRC:

in general learning and academic settings, ‘history of the world’ 
(or ‘history of all nations’ or ‘foreign history’) and ‘Chinese his‑
tory’ are still regarded as separated. In Chinese universities and 
secondary schools, ‘history of the world’ seems to be mainly for‑
eign history other than China. In China, a ‘world history without 
China’ and a ‘Chinese history without the world’ have come into 
being, and we criticise this. The history of China and that of the 
world do not seem to communicate other than what is referred to 
as ‘the history of Sino‑foreign relations’. Moreover, the basic con‑
text and focus of analysis of the narrative of ‘history of the world’ 
have been influenced by the Western view of the evolution, de‑
velopment and progress of civilisation, the Marxist view of eco‑
nomic history, and the Soviet Union’s five‑social‑formation theo‑
ry, so that changes in the ‘history of the world’ seem to have fixed 
‘rules’ or ‘purposes’.4

As Conrad noted, in China “Global History is not generally regarded 
as a methodological alternative but as a context in which the growth 
of the nation can be explained and promoted” (2016, 208).

3 The publication of the book collecting the podcast materials is in progress. Prof. Ge 
Zhaoguang, the curator, estimates that it will be published at the end of 2023.
4 Conversation with the Author on 31 March 2022. The translation into English was 
reviewed by Ge Zhaoguang.
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2 World History/Global History Studies in the PRC

It is perhaps no coincidence that World History/Global History en‑
tered the People’s Republic of China in the 1980s, in the climate of 
‘Reform and Opening‑up’, when the expression ‘universal view of his‑
tory’ was translated into Chinese as quanqiu shiguan 全球史观 (Liu 
2012, 491‑511; Spakowski 2009, 475‑95). More precisely, this term 
comes from the translation of Geoffrey Barraclough’s work, Main 
Trends in History, which appeared in the Chinese language in 1987 
(Barraclough 1987). The following year, a volume by L.S. Stavrianos 
was also published in Chinese and later, especially in the 2000s, texts 
by several world historians were translated and published, including 
McNeill, Bentley and Pomeranz. 

According to Ge Zhaoguang, Chinese historians have been aware 
since the 1990s that World History/Global History has a different re‑
search model to the ‘history of the world’. In the 20 years since 2000, 
many foreign works on Global History have been translated and pub‑
lished in China: apart from those by John R. McNeill, Jared Diamond 
and other works that influenced the direction of Global History, there 
have also been publications of complete, systematic Global History 
works. One such example is Jerry Bentley and Herbert Ziegler’s Tra‑
ditions & Encounters: A Global Perspective on the Past (Peking Uni‑
versity Press, 2007), which has now reached its sixth edition. In 2020 
alone, two important translations were published: L.S. Stavrianos’ 
A Global History: From Prehistory to the 21st Century (Peking Uni‑
versity Press, 2020) and The Penguin History of the World (Oriental 
Publishing Center, 2020) by J.M. Roberts and O.A. Westad. “Inter‑
estingly”, says Prof. Ge, “the Chinese version of The Penguin Histo‑
ry of the World, which should have used the term ‘World History’ 
(shijieshi 世界史) was specifically changed into Penguin Global Histo‑
ry (Qi’e quanqiusi 企鹅全球史). Perhaps this shows how popular Glob‑
al History is in China”.5

While continuously dealing with the strong influence of ideology 
and the persistence of the Marxist framework, new attempts at re‑
reading China’s past and present history are based on patterns seen 
in the global past. In recent years, these attempts have been con‑
fronted with a pressing demand from the Chinese government to 
put the work of historians at the service of the ‘Belt and Road Initia‑
tive’. Perez‑Garcia presents the debate on a “Global History with Chi‑
nese characteristics” (2021). In this regard, the position expressed by 
Zhang Xupeng 张旭鹏, in an article appeared in 2020 in the influential 
journal Lishi yanjiu 历史研究, is noteworthy. He argues that for China, 
with its long historiographical traditions, the nation‑state is still an 

5 Conversation with the Author on 31 March 2022.
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important framework for the development of historical narrative and 
that the goal of Global History is not to transcend or dissolve the na‑
tion‑state, but to reshape the understanding of the nation‑state in a 
larger space and time. “This dialectical relationship between global 
history and national narratives makes it possible to construct a glob‑
al history with Chinese characteristics”. And he goes on: 

This understanding of the self and the world developed within the 
national narrative rather than outside it will become an important 
methodological premise for constructing a global history with Chi‑
nese characteristics, and it is also the contribution of Chinese his‑
toriography to global history. (Zhang 2020, 155‑6) 

Nonetheless, as Perez‑Garcia has noted, 

history in China has strong political connotations, and one of the 
objectives of the ‘Silk Road’ policy is to renew the cultural ex‑
changes and encounters between the West and China. [...] Today in 
China the role of global history is to develop a new national narra‑
tive to foster the unification of the country through a shared com‑
mon past of more than fifty ethnic minorities. (2021, 3‑4)6 

Chinese historians are faced with neo‑nationalistic narratives that 
reinterpret past history with the political intent of creating a new 
national identity and a new image for China in the world. However, 
in the PRC there are researches into the perspective of World Histo‑
ry/Global History, and the output of Chinese intellectuals in the dia‑
logue with the international academic community deserves careful 
attention and in‑depth understanding and discernment. 

Studies in World History/Global History have developed in the PRC 
in particular since the early 2000s. As Prof. Ge Zhaoguang puts it, 
when the concept of World History/Global History arrived in China 
in the 1990s, it aroused great interest in academic circles and, to a 
certain extent, corrected several major problems in past “history of 
the world”. As Ge Zhaoguang says, 

The threshold for Global History is very high and puts forward 
higher requirements for scholars, requiring them not only to be 
experts in the history of a country, but also to have a broader vi‑
sion and be good at unearthing historical documents, archaeolog‑
ical materials, and even anthropological investigations that are 
obscured by national histories. Moreover, Chinese historians are 

6 See also Global History Network in China (GHN) at the website https://www.global 
historynetwork.com.
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required to understand China in a peripheral or even global con‑
text, and world historians should link Global History and Chinese 
history together in their investigations. However, the current state 
of Global History research in China can be described with a Chi‑
nese saying: “The thunder is loud, but the rain is small”. That is to 
say that internationally there are many popular theories on Global 
History but there are very few Chinese attempts at writing Glob‑
al History. I have always felt that Global History deals more with 
perspective and awareness of research methodology rather than 
being a grand narrative of “a vast territory and a long history”, 
and although China has now engaged in translating global histo‑
ries of e.g. pepper, cotton, tea, and white sugar, there are very few 
Chinese research in these specific fields.7

Capital Normal University (Shoudu shifan daxue 首都师范大学) was 
the first university to establish a Global History research centre in 
the PRC: the university’s Global History Center (Quanqiushi yanjiu 
zhongxin 全球史研究中心)8 was set up in 2004, followed by centres set 
up by other academic institutions. Beijing Foreign Studies Universi‑
ty (Beijing waiguoyu daxue 北京外国语大学) founded the Institute for 
Global History, IGH (Quanqiushi yanjiuyuan 全球史研究院), in 2014 and 
Shandong University (Shandong daxue 山东大学) established the In‑
stitute of Global History and Transnational History (Quanqiushi yu 
kuaguoshi yanjiuyuan 全球史与跨国史研究院) in 2016 (Wang 2018).9 
Over the past few years, IGH, headed by Prof. Li Xuetao 李雪涛, has 
been noted for its lively, rigorous approach. In fact, as a qualifying 
aspect of its work it has chosen to reject any perspective centred on a 
geographical area.10 Such a feature is in line with the views of IGH’s 
Director, who is adamant that Global History research must avoid 
both “Eurocentrism (Ouzhou zhongxin lun 欧洲中心论)” and “Sino‑
centrism (Zhongguo zhongxin zhuyi 中国中心主义)” (Li 2014). In con‑
trast to Nationalist views most commonly seen at present among Chi‑
nese historians, IGH launched its journal Global History and China 
(Quanqiushi yu Zhongguo 全球史与中国) in 2017; through the study of 
China in Global History, this journal aims to show how today’s Chi‑
nese civilisation is the result of exchanges with different cultures and 

7 Conversation with the Author on 31 March 2022. 
8 The centre’s website: https://ghc.cnu.edu.cn; an English version is also availa‑
ble: https://ghc.cnu.edu.cn/english.
9 For more information, see https://globalhistory.bfsu.edu.cn/index.htm# and 
https://www.media.sdu.edu.cn/info/1002/13669.htm. 
10 In the self‑introduction posted on the IGH website itself, the rejection of any form 
of ‘centrism’ is placed in the foreground (Fandui ge zhong xingshi de zhongxinzhuyi xue‑
shuo 反对各种形式的中心主义学说, Oppose all forms of centrism). See https://global 
history.bfsu.edu.cn/ar.htm?opType=view&chelID=10#.

https://ghc.cnu.edu.cn
https://ghc.cnu.edu.cn/english
https://globalhistory.bfsu.edu.cn/index.htm#
https://www.media.sdu.edu.cn/info/1002/13669.htm
https://globalhistory.bfsu.edu.cn/ar.htm?opType=view&chelID=10#
https://globalhistory.bfsu.edu.cn/ar.htm?opType=view&chelID=10#
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to investigate the global significance of Chinese culture. The journal, 
co‑edited by Prof. Li Xuetao and Prof. Wolfgang Kubin, is published 
in Chinese and outstanding Chinese and foreign scholars in the field 
of World History/Global History contribute to the publication. 

The most well‑known journal of World History/Global History in 
the PRC, however, remains the Global History Review (Quanqiushi pin‑
glun 全球史评论), published in the Chinese language by the above‑men‑
tioned Capital Normal University research centre.11 The journal is cur‑
rently edited by Liu Xincheng 刘新成, who has held this role since the 
publication began in 2008, and by Liu Wenming 刘文明. Until 2014 it 
was published annually with the release of a monographic issue each 
year, while it has been published semi‑annually since 2015. The jour‑
nal aims to disseminate in the PRC the themes and theories of the in‑
ternational debate on World History/Global History, hosting contribu‑
tions by well‑known foreign world historians and reviews of the most 
important World History/Global History texts published in the West. 
Jerry Bentley, for example, contributed to the journal between 2006 
and 2012 and was a visiting professor at the research centre where it 
is published. In the editorial of the second volume (2009) of the jour‑
nal, Liu Xincheng traced the underlying vision, identifying the concept 
of ‘interaction’ (hudong 互动) between different civilisations as the en‑
gine of human history and the cornerstone of World History/Global His‑
tory (cf. Liu 2009, 3‑12). Liu agrees with the harsh criticism of Euro‑
centrism/Western‑centrism shared by most Chinese historians but, at 
the same time, argues for the need to move beyond the sole dimension 
of national history in favour of an approach that fully embeds China 
into global history. Thus, he ultimately recognises that, like other civ‑
ilisations, Chinese civilisation too progresses through relationships 
and exchanges with external worlds. At a time in history when it is 
not obvious to find alternative paths to nationalistic thinking and sen‑
timent, the World History/Global History approach offers wide‑rang‑
ing and forward‑looking perspectives.

The issues of the Global History Review feature many contributions 
by foreign historians and many reviews of volumes written by Western 
scholars. Among the main themes addressed by Chinese historians in 
their research articles, the areas that emerge in particular are: en‑
vironmental history; the history of empires (often addressed through 
the comparison between the Chinese empire and other empires of the 
past, or the exchanges between ancient China and the Graeco‑Roman 
world); the history of the seas and oceans, with attention to the role of 

11 The list of volumes published until 2018 is available on the following webpage: 
https://ghc.cnu.edu.cn/zxkw/index.htm. In addition to this journal, another one 
appeared in 2021, entitled Quanqiushi 全球史 (The Chinese Journal of Global History), 
edited by Li Xuetao and published by Shehui Kexue Wenxian Chubanshe 社会科学文献

出版社 (Social Science Literature Press).
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ports and more generally to commercial and cultural exchanges; the 
history of Central Asia as a privileged place for the intertwining cul‑
tural and economic exchange between China and the West.

3 Global History and China/from China:  
Inserting China in Global History

Ge Zhaoguang entitled his podcast Global History from the Perspec‑
tive of China, but he specifically clarifies that “from [the perspec‑
tive of] China” and “China‑centred” are completely different ideas. 
In Global History the ‘centre’ should be disintegrated and ‘connec‑
tivity’ should be emphasised. “Global History from China” does not 
indicate that China is competing for a share in Global History high‑
lighting its historical status; rather, it means that the world is looked 
at from the perspective of China. In short: “If China is the centre, it 
goes against the ideal of Global History”.12

Prof. Ge gives three arguments to explain the underlying idea be‑
hind the choice of title. Firstly, he reminds us that no historian can 
be omniscient and omnipotent, and look at Global History 60 degrees 
without blind spots.13 He recalls and underlines the importance of 
the above‑mentioned ‘positionality’ of global historians. The second 
argumentation regards the awareness that Chinese historians are 
paying attention to Global History om the position and perspective 
of China. From this point of view, this ‘perspective’ and those com‑
ing from Japan, Europe, the United States and Australia can comple‑
ment each other. As he puts it,

Perhaps the history we see cannot avoid having a Chinese inter‑
pretation and understanding. So, when we put together these glob‑
al pictures from different perspectives, isn’t it comprehensive? 
Therefore, when we talk about global geographical discoveries, 
we do not take Zheng He’s voyages to the West as a great geo‑
graphical discovery to belittle Columbus and Magellan (this is a 
China‑centric position), but say that Zheng He’s sailing west was 
mainly meant to promote the prestige of the Celestial Empire and 
not to promote the global exchange of goods and cultures. There‑
fore, there is no promotion of a ‘great geographical discovery’ in 
the true sense.14

12 Conversation with the Author on 31 March 2022. 
13 See the introductory text to the above‑mentioned podcast Cong Zhongguo chufa de 
quanqiushi 从中国出发的全球史 (Global History from the Perspective of China).
14 Conversation with the Author on 31 March 2022. 
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Finally, he also takes into account the fact that when the Chinese listen 
to historical narratives, they tend to feel closer to things that are famil‑
iar to China and thus easier to understand. So, he starts from a selec‑
tion of Chinese stories to recount Global History is audio programme. 
For example, the ‘Silver Age’, i.e. the age of mining and trading silver, 
was a major event which involved the Americas, Europe, and Asia af‑
ter the fifteenth century. When talking about this, Prof. Ge refers to a 
recent archaeological discovery in China, the “Jiangkou sunken silver”, 
which refers to a large amount of silver hidden at the bottom of a river 
when the peasant army lost a battle at the end of the Ming dynasty.15 

As in China people had used silver as currency since the late Ming 
dynasty, a shortage had been caused. This easily triggers the fa‑
miliarity of the Chinese audience (or readers) and helps them un‑
derstand. Of course, because it is the ear that listens to the sound 
and not the eye that reads the text, it is also very important that 
this kind of history programme through an audio (podcast) plat‑
form uses a short, relaxed, and lively narration, and that the con‑
tent tells a story instead of speaking big truths, avoiding being 
too academic and using everyday language instead. To this end, 
I spent a lot of time and energy revising and supplementing the 
manuscript. Many listeners left messages and comments, saying 
that the program changed their understanding of global history, 
subverted the historical view in textbooks, opened up their own 
outlook on the world, and changed their self‑centred worldview. 
This is very comforting to me.16

Another attempt to include China in Global History hat of the afore‑
mentioned journal Global History and China. It also performs the 
function of spreading the approach of World History/Global History, 
although limited to the academic field. Specifically, its intention is to 
contribute to definitively overcoming the disciplinary boundary be‑
tween the history of China and the history of the rest of the world, 
integrating Chinese history into global history and aiming to under‑
stand history through interactions. This disciplinary boundary is 
still dominant in the way history is taught at the various school lev‑
els in the PRC. The journal Global History and China places particu‑
lar attention on the history of ideas, knowledge transfer and schol‑
arly exchange, as well as the cultural and linguistic contact between 
the East and the West.

15 Cf. Baiyin shidai: faxian xin dalu yu quanqiu maoyì 白银时代: 发现新大陆与全球贸易 (Sil‑
ver Age: Discovering the New World and Global Trade), podcast Cong Zhongguo chufa de 
quanqiushi 从中国出发的全球史 (Global History from the Perspective of China), no. VI.2.
16 Conversation with the Author on 31 March 2022. 
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In his preface to the first issue of the journal, Li Xuetao refers to 
the great example of Xu Guangqi (徐光启; 1562‑1633), as a precursor 
of a fruitful method of cultural interaction, summarised in the formu‑
la “translate‑integrate‑overcome (fanyi, huitong, chaosheng 翻譯, 會
通, 超勝)”, coined by Xu Guangqi himself at the end of the Ming era (Li 
2013, 56). This example refers to the experience of cultural exchang‑
es carried out by European Jesuit missionaries and Chinese scholar‑of‑
ficials at the beginning of the seventeenth century. According to Ge 
Zhaoguang, this experience would mark the beginning of a turning 
point in the overall view of the outside world that Chinese culture 
expressed. Despite the intense intercultural exchanges of previous 
eras, the maps drawn by the Jesuits, and Ricci in particular – and the 
transmission of their scientific knowledge more generally –, would 
have posed a decisive challenge to Chinese scholars, some of whom 
would have, from that moment on, begin a slow process of abandon‑
ing their traditional Sinocentric view (Ge 2018, 28‑49).

In conclusion, nowadays the World History/Global History ap‑
proach could seriously challenge the narrative of the uniqueness of 
Chinese history and its exceptionalism, as well as the narrative of 
the external world’s views of the Chinese tradition and of the views 
of the twentieth‑century Chinese historiography that spring from na‑
tionalism and anti‑Western victimhood. It is then not only a matter 
of questioning the ingrained habit of considering the history of the 
world as a history of countries outside China, but of developing new 
conceptions that are able to go beyond a methodology that remains 
tied to nationalistic views, despite strong political pressure. It is evi‑
dent that the World History/Global History approach promotes a deep 
and less conflictual understanding of the recent past.
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1 Defining the Term Minzu (民族)

Let us start with an anecdote. A friend, whose ethnicity is differ‑
ent from his nationality, said he would, when asked, identify himself 
as Chinese in ethnicity and Malaysian in nationality. This anecdote 
calls our attention to the different meanings of these two Chinese 
terms – ‘ethnicity’, translated as minzu (民族); and ‘nationality’, trans‑
lated as guoji (国籍). Different in Chinese, the two terms are alterna‑
tively used in English. We are trying to understand the Chinese term 
minzu, its origin and its evolution in history, and its various English 
translations, in order to start our investigation into the so‑called ‘na‑
tionality problem/issue’ (minzu wenti 民族问题).

There is no consensus among Chinese scholars as to when the 
two‑word term min‑zu came into being, whether the term originat‑
ed from the Chinese language itself or was a borrowed expression. 
The Chinese Encyclopedia sources the term to Liang Qichao, who 
in 1903 introduced the concept of ‘nationalism’ from Germany to 
China, as an appeal to the Chinese to fight against imperialist en‑
croachment as a united Chinese minzu. More meticulous research 
into the vast volumes of Chinese historical records and literature, 
with the help of e‑technology and capacity, has revealed the term 
minzu in this exact form appeared as early as the 400s AD. In the 
Chinese context, the term denotes the genus of clan (zongzu zhi shu 
宗族之属) and differentiates between Chinese and barbarians (hua 
yi zhi bie 华夷之别) (Hao 2004).

The importance of tracing the origin of this term does not lie with 
its linguistic ascendancy; rather, it is about the concept, the mean‑
ing it signifies and how it is understood by the Chinese people in its 
historical context. In this respect, a general consensus exists among 
Chinese scholars. It is not surprising that it was during the turn of the 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries, when China was in crisis, that 
the concept of minzu entered the Chinese consciousness and played 
a significant role in defining the target of the Revolution led by Sun 
Yat‑sen. By this time, minzu was infused with connotations that were 
not incorporated in its original meaning. The word ‘people’ (ren 人) as 
in ‘Manchu people’ (manren 满人) and ‘Han people’ (hanren 汉人) were 
on the way to become Manqing minzu (满清民族) and ‘Chinese min‑
zu’ (Zhonghua minzu 中华民族). This transformation in the language 
demonstrated the influence of the Western concept of ‘nation‑state’, 
or one nation, one state. As a result, the Chinese term minzu could 
have several different equivalents in the English language, each em‑
bodying layers of implications, political and cultural (Ma 2013).

As the term minzu was more widely adopted by the Chinese, its us‑
age was still confusing. For example, the radical faction among the 
revolutionaries after 1911 advocated restoring the eighteen provinc‑
es as the new republic, which were composed of the Chinese nation 
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or minzu (中华民族), excluding other peoples. In the end, the Repub‑
lic of Five (Nationalities) (wu zu gonghe 五族共和), a more inclusive 
agenda, won, over the narrowly defined Chinese nation as composed 
of the Han people only. Sun Yat‑sen’s nationalism (minzuzhuyi 民族

主义), as one of his Three Principles of the People, defines nation‑
alism as ‘country‑zu‑ism’ (guozuzhuyi 国族主义). The two terms co‑
existed during the Republican era until the People’s Republic decid‑
ed minzu would be the official term. Since then, the term ‘Chinese 
nation’, or Zhonghua minzu (中华民族), embraces the diverse popula‑
tions living in China.

While minzu is uniformly used in China, its English equivalents 
are multiple: nation, nationality, ethnicity, ethnonational groups, peo‑
ple, or even race. In this essay, the Chinese term minzu will be used 
alongside its various English translations.

2 Before the Qing Rule: No Consistent Ethnicity Policy

Although ethnic relations were of utmost importance to the stability 
and survival of a dynasty in China, most dynasties before the Qing 
never developed a systematic and long‑term policy in the manage‑
ment of ethnic relations. As the Han nationality had formed an ab‑
solute majority in number, the Han ruling house adopted policies 
variably, depending on the status of its political power. When it was 
strong and unified, its policy towards non‑Han peoples tended to re‑
ly on its military power to either drive them out of China’s territorial 
confines or to establish military settlements on the frontier, forcing 
peoples on the borderlands to assimilate or resettle further inland. 
This approach was more often applied to the North or Northwest of 
China. The Han rulers may also adopt a seemingly more peaceful 
and benevolent policy in the South and the Southeast. For example, 
the imperial court would, on surface, recognise the existing political 
structure under the rule of various chieftains (tusi 土司), while flood‑
ing these frontier regions with numerous Han settlers. After Han set‑
tlers reached sufficient numbers, formal local administrative struc‑
tures would be created with tax and corvée labour obligations and 
direct central administrative control. This is known as gai‑tu gui‑liu 
(改土归流) in the historical term.

The Mongol Empire of the Yuan in the thirteenth century stood out 
in China’s imperial history as one composed of non‑Han minority rul‑
ing a land with the Han majority and many other groups. It showed 
differentiated approaches to various groups under its rule, but did 
not formulate an official nationality policy. In practice, the Mongol 
ruling class adopted a rather rigid discriminatory racial policy, plac‑
ing the Han, a majority people, at the bottom of the political‑social 
scale. In contrast, the Mongols treated peoples of Central Asia and 
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of Tibet with more respect and trust. For example, many hereditary 
ruling houses in Central Asia were granted Mongol noble ranks and 
even inter‑married with members of the Mongol ruling class.

With Tibet, Mongols expressed respect to Tibetans’ Lamaism. Of 
course, such an attitude was based on both practical and political 
considerations. The Tibetan plateau, so mountainous and high in al‑
titude, was extremely difficult for the Mongol cavalry to conquer by 
force. Showing a special favour to the religion of the Tibetans was a 
way to win the support and allegiance of the leaders and people of 
Tibet. Eventually most Mongols became followers of Lamaism, and 
the Tibetans returned their rulers’ fairness by offering their loyal‑
ty to the Mongol Khan.

The Ming dynasty, which succeeded the Yuan, returned to a 
Han‑centred nationality policy, and the Ming rule was largely con‑
fined to regions inhabited by the Han people. Not until the Manchus 
became new rulers of China would there emerge an ethnicity policy 
created and managed by the central government.

3 The Qing: Formulating a Consistent 
Ethnicity Policy (1644‑1911)

An overview of various components of the Qing’s nationality policy 
highlights these core concerns and approaches: religion, segrega‑
tion, and appeasement through marriage. With these key components 
in mind, the following review will focus on the policy’s implementa‑
tion in three regions in particular – Mongolia, Tibet, and Xinjiang.

It may seem that the Qing inherited the Mongol policy of grant‑
ing special favour to the Tibetans. However, the Qing had developed 
its ethnicity policy based on its own historical experience of hav‑
ing co‑inhabited with multiple ethnic groups for generations in the 
Changbai Mountains before rising to become the dominant people in 
the region of China’s Northeast. In the year 1635, these people cre‑
ated the name of Man (满) to mark the birth of an ethnically amalga‑
mated nation. The adoption of the name Man, aka ‘Manchu’ in Eng‑
lish, therefore provided a unified new identity for different ethnic 
groups in the northeast region (Rigger 1995).

Unified, Manchu people successfully conquered China, along with 
Mongolia, Xinjiang, and Tibet. Facing the majority Han population, 
as well as other nationalities now under its dominance, the ruling 
house soon realised that it needed to adopt a consistent nationali‑
ty policy to both recognise the complex composition of the popula‑
tion in the newly created empire and to secure its own political con‑
trol over the empire.
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3.1 Religion: Tibetan Lamaism and Islam

One key component of the Manchu’s nationality policy was its man‑
agement of religion. The ruling house recognised Tibetan Lamaism, 
particularly the Yellow Sect, as being widely accepted by Tibetans 
and Mongols. The religious leaders known as ‘Living Buddhas’ were 
located widely in Tibet, Qinghai, and Inner and Outer Mongolia. In 
recognition of this fact, the Manchu royal court showed great respect 
to those Living Buddhas, particularly to the Dalai Lama, the most 
prestigious among the followers of this religion. The royal court ex‑
tended invitations to the Dalai Lama to visit Beijing several times. 
The official visit of the Dalai Lama to Beijing in 1653 turned out to 
be a grandiose reception, marking the high plateau of the special fa‑
vour shown to a religious leader.

History reveals the reason for this special treatment. In the ear‑
ly part of the seventeenth century the Dzungar Mongols, rivals to 
the Manchu power, established a powerful nomadic empire in pre‑
sent‑day Northern Xinjiang. The Dzungars had a close relationship 
with the Dalai Lama. The Manchu rulers were aware of this tradi‑
tion, and they wanted to pull the Dalai Lama away from the Dzung‑
ars. By the early eighteenth century, when the Manchu Qing Empire 
had completely defeated the Dzungars and established military con‑
trol over Tibet, it changed tactic. The Qing court began to promote 
the status of the Panchan Lama as well as other Living Buddhas in 
Qinghai and Mongolia, to make them nearly equal to the Dalai La‑
ma. Furthermore, the Qing court proclaimed strict regulations re‑
garding the choice and recognition of the ‘reincarnates’ of all Living 
Buddhas, including the Dalai Lama. The Qing proved to be simulta‑
neously sensitive and respectful, as well as forceful and authoritari‑
an, in its approach to Tibetan religious affairs (Xiao 1962).

As for Islam, the imperial court restrained itself from interference 
during the early years of its rule. It adopted a non‑interference pol‑
icy towards Muslims and even provided police protection to Islamic 
leaders and to various mosques. However, beginning from the reign 
of Emperor Qian‑long (1735‑96), the empire experienced a series of 
revolts by the Muslim population in Northwest. By suppressing the 
uprisings, the Qing court began to tighten its control over the Mus‑
lim population and abandoned the ‘hands‑off’ policy of the earlier 
time (Zhang 2001).
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3.2 Segregationist Policy

Beyond a religious policy, the imperial house also developed a policy 
of segregation with rigid control over the various ethnic groups that 
inhabited the vast regions of Mongolia and Xinjiang. For the rule of 
the Mongols, the Qing largely followed the traditional division of qi
(旗), or ‘Banner’, which numbered about 200 different Banners. Peo‑
ple living in each Banner had a designated geographical area and 
were not allowed to cross into the territory of another Banner. Lead‑
ers of these Banners were hereditary, known as ‘Zhasake’, or Zasak. 
They were given the power of administrative control and taxation. 
However, each Zasak must be appointed and sanctioned by the im‑
perial court and given a noble title.

The Qing administrative policies over Tibet and Xinjiang were 
similar to those in Mongolia. Tibet was administratively divided in‑
to four parts, each headed by a hereditary Tibetan nobleman known 
as a ‘Gebulun’, but each must receive official appointment from the 
Qing court. The same was true for the various ‘oasis cities’ in Xinji‑
ang; each was headed by a Beg as its administrative chief, and all re‑
ceived appointment from the imperial court and were provided with 
stipends. However, the Muslim Begs were not accorded the same high 
respect shown to the Living Buddhas of Lamaism.

On the whole, with the exception of the military suppression of 
the Dzungar uprisings previously mentioned, the segregationist pol‑
icy that managed the vast regions of different ethnic groups was 
relatively successful in maintaining peace and control for the Qing 
court (Xiao 1962).

The Qing’s segregation policy extended to the operation of its own 
military. For example, Qing troops stationed in various parts of the 
vast territory were segregated by categories, such as Manchu Ban‑
ner troops, Mongol Banner troops, Han Banner troops, and Han sol‑
diers of the Green Battalion (luying 绿营). They all had separate bar‑
racks and were not allowed to make direct contact with each other 
or with the local civilian population.

In social and economic life, Han immigrant farmers in Eastern 
Xinjiang were not allowed to live in Muslim areas or intermarry with 
Muslims. Han merchants must obtain special permission and a kind 
of passport before being allowed to enter Xinjiang. Merchants from 
Central Asia could come to Xinjiang only with special permits they 
had obtained beforehand, and their business activities must be put 
under the supervision of the local authorities. Such a rigid segrega‑
tionist policy was maintained until the 1860s (Lin 1988).

A similar segregationist policy was also imposed over Tibet. Af‑
ter the Dzungars were defeated and their influence eliminated, the 
Qing court began to station troops in important areas in Tibet to in‑
spect all persons entering Tibet. Members of the Mongol nobility 
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who wished to visit Tibetan high‑ranking clergy for religious matters 
must request permission for their journey from the Qing court. Han 
or Mongol merchants must also obtain permission from the authori‑
ties to enter Tibet. The same policy applied to Tibetan clergy or no‑
bility trying to travel to Mongolia or inner parts of China.

The segregationist policy adopted by the Qing court was installed 
to maintain national stability and safeguard the peace and security 
of the frontier regions. Such a policy of controlling contacts among 
different ethnic and religious groups was conceived to prevent po‑
tential conflicts among various groups of the population. Some may 
consider this policy an ultra‑conservative strategy to uphold the po‑
litical, economic, and cultural status quo, leaving no room for change 
and development.

3.3 Appeasement Through Marriage

Combined with the harsh and restrictive policy of segregation was 
the Qing’s reliance on the practice of intermarriage between im‑
perial court members and members of leading families among se‑
lective minority groups. Noble ladies of the Mongol, Tibetan, and 
Uyghur families were encouraged to marry young members of the 
Manchu nobility; and Manchu princesses, through royal arrange‑
ment, were married to leaders of ethnic minority groups important 
to the Manchu royals. This intermarriage tradition had been long 
established since even before the Manchu conquest of China led by 
Nurhaci (1559‑1626). A particular subgroup of the Mongols, the Hor‑
qin Mongols in Eastern Mongolia, was accorded special attention. 
Through several generations of high‑level intermarriages, many Hor‑
qin Mongol ladies became mothers to younger generation Qing em‑
perors. This kind of intermarriage guaranteed the high loyalty of the 
Horqin Mongols to the Qing imperial house (Xiao 1962).

In addition to the practice of intermarriage at the top level of the 
ruling class, the Qing court also adopted the policy of ennoblement 
and official appointment for traditional leaders of the Mongols, Ti‑
betans, and Uyghurs. They enjoyed near equal status of high‑rank‑
ing Manchu nobility. They were also richly rewarded with an annual 
salary and periodic permission to journey to Beijing to have imperi‑
al audience as a special honour (Lin 1988).

3.4 Policy Assessment and Legacy

The importance of Mongolian and Tibetan affairs in the Qing nation‑
ality policy was essentially based on political and strategic consid‑
erations. The early expansion of Manchu power would not have been 
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possible without the support of eastern Mongol tribal groups. After 
the establishment of the Qing Empire, the imperial court was most 
concerned with the peace and security of its vast frontier regions, 
mostly inhabited by the Mongols, Tibetans, and Uyghurs. As early as 
1636, before the Manchu’s conquest of inner China, the Manchu rul‑
er Huang‑tai‑ji (皇太极) ordered the creation of the Office for Mongo‑
lian Affairs. Two years later, its name was changed to Li‑fan Yuan (理
藩院), or ‘Bureau for the Management of Dependency Affairs’, mainly 
in charge of Mongolian affairs. During the reign of Emperor Kang‑xi 
(1661‑1722), the authority of this bureau was expanded to include Ti‑
betan and Xinjiang affairs and its status was elevated to that of the 
Six Ministries in the government. It took charge of such matters as 
arranging imperial audiences of all Living Buddhas and members of 
high nobility, the distribution of food and money for disaster relief, 
and the settlement of local judicial matters in Mongolia, Tibet, and 
Xinjiang (Zhao 1986).

The Qing policy for the control and management of Mongolian 
and Tibetan affairs was fairly successful. The Mongols and Tibetans 
remained loyal to the Qing imperial house, and peace and stability 
were largely achieved in these regions throughout the Qing dynas‑
ty. In contrast, the Qing policy towards other ethnic minorities in 
the empire was difficult and often caused disturbances and even re‑
bellions. The main reason for these conflicts was the oppressive and 
exploitative nature of the Qing policy. Ethnic minorities had to pay 
heavy taxes and were forced to serve corvée labour. In various areas 
of the Southwest, ethnic minorities lived side by side with Han peo‑
ple, but local officials were often biased in favour of the Han when 
settling disputes between them. By the nineteenth century, when 
the dynasty was showing signs of decline, ethnic minority groups in 
the Southwest often rebelled against the central authority. From the 
1850s to the 1870s, there were prolonged rebellions of the Miao peo‑
ple in Guizhou and of the Hui in Yunnan (Guo 1980).

The least successful minority policy of the Qing was its policy to‑
wards the Hui people. During the High Qing era between late seven‑
teenth century and the late eighteenth century, the imperial policy 
towards Muslims in Xinjiang was moderate and tolerant. However, 
its policy towards the Hui was problematic. The Hui people were de‑
scendants of Muslim trader‑merchants who settled in various parts 
of China long before the founding of the Qing dynasty. They were 
culturally and linguistically amalgamated with the Han, and most 
adopted Han surnames. However, they managed to retain their re‑
ligious belief and continue to observe the Muslim dietary tradition 
(Yang 1988). Anti‑government incidents of Hui people occurred in 
Gansu and Qinghai during the eighteenth century. Such incidents 
were sometimes caused by the rivalry between Islamic sects and 
sometimes by disputes between Hui and Han neighbours. Local ad‑
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ministrative officials often mismanaged these disputes, resulting in 
violence and bloodshed (Ge 2002; Zhang 2001). The most serious re‑
bellion in the Southwest originated in Yunnan and was led by the Hui 
leader Du Wen‑xiu (杜文秀). The conflict, which continued under the 
Qing authority for 16 years (1856‑72), effected very high casualties on 
both sides. The Hui protest against the central authority soon spread 
to the Northwest. The Qing court appointed General Zuo Zong‑tang (
左宗棠) to command the newly created Hunan Army to restore order 
and reconquer all lost land from rebels in Shannxi, Gansu, and Xin‑
jiang. The last of the rebellion was not resolved until the year 1877 
(Ge 2002; Zhang 2001).

After more than two decades of Hui rebellions, the Qing court rec‑
ognised the importance of the principle ‘to use the Hui pacifying the 
Hui’. The imperial court began to adopt the policy of appointing lo‑
cal Hui leaders and enlisting Hui soldiers to maintain local law and 
order. This paved the way for the rise of Hui military leaders in the 
Northwest during the early years of the Chinese Republic (Ge 2002; 
Zhang 2001).

4 The ROC: Reformulating a Modern Policy (1912‑49)

The Republican Revolution established the Republic of China (ROC), 
with the Han Chinese taking the leadership of the new regime. Due 
to political instability and coloured by their views of the Manchu 
Qing’s incompetence and corruption, the new leaders of the Repub‑
lic did not prioritise, nor did they have time to, develop a long‑term 
and strategically sound nationality policy.

4.1 Sun Yat‑sen’s Five Nationalities (wuzu 五族) 
and Chiang Kai‑shek’s zongzu (宗族)

The success of China’s Republican Revolution depended on the wave 
of anti‑Manchu Han nationalism. However, after the Qing Empire was 
overthrown, the leaders of the new Republican government faced 
the reality of the Chinese state being a multi‑ethnic country. A few 
leaders maintained their anti‑Manchu attitude, but the most promi‑
nent leader, Sun Yat‑sen, had promoted equality for all nationalities 
within China. Sun recognised the equality of China’s ‘Five National‑
ities’, namely the Han, Manchu, Mongol, Hui, and Tibetan. This idea 
was formally adopted by the new Republican government and was 
written into its new constitution. The new ‘five‑colour’ National Flag 
(1912‑27) displays red, yellow, blue, white, and black, in equal shape 
and size, signifying that China was a multi‑ethnic nation and that 
each ethnicity was an equal member of the country.
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The recognition of Five Nationalities obviously did not accurate‑
ly reflect the much more complicated ethnic composition in China. 
A number of ethnic minorities in the Southwest, such as Yi (彝) and 
Miao (苗), were numerically larger than Manchu, Mongol, and Tibet‑
an, but were not included in the recognised Five Nationalities. Fur‑
thermore, the use of the term Hui (回) during the Republican period 
was ambiguous. It generally referred to all Muslims, rather than a 
particular ethnic nationality.

One of Sun Yat‑sen’s Three People’s Principles, the ‘Principle of 
Nationalism’ (minzuzhuyi 民族主义), was derived from an ideal that 
the Chinese nation was a great harmony of ethnic groups. Thus, the 
religious, cultural, linguistic, and even physical differences of the 
Five Nationalities were to evolve and amalgamate into one Chinese 
nation/nationality (Zhonghua minzu 中华民族). Sun’s ‘brand’ of na‑
tionalism was largely accepted by those in power, including the Bei‑
yang military leaders who dominated the young Republic (Zhu 1985).

Recognising these four minority nationalities – Manchu, Mongol, 
Hui, and Tibetan –, the early Republic demonstrated its deep con‑
cern for frontier security. The Qing court had established a special 
relationship with Mongol, Tibetan, and Uyghur leaders, and with 
their assistance, the Qing was able to secure the loyalty of their 
peoples to the imperial court and keep peace in the vast frontier 
regions. After the fall of the Manchu dynasty, such a special rela‑
tionship was no longer in place, and the frontier was open to chal‑
lenges and threats from these peoples.

Both the Beiyang government (1912‑27) with its capital in Bei‑
jing, and its successor, the Nationalist government (1928‑49) based 
in Nanjing, generally embraced Sun Yat‑sen’s idea of the Principle of 
Nationalism. However, a deep probing into Sun’s idea of nationalism 
reveals more complexity to this principle of equality among all na‑
tionalities. The core of this ‘equality’ depends on the ‘peripheral’ mi‑
nority peoples’ eventual assimilation with a ‘superior’ Han Chinese 
(Zhu 1985; Leibold 2004).

Political leaders of the Republican period could not reconcile these 
two seemingly contradictory views. While Sun Yat‑sen evaded mak‑
ing a concrete policy towards his Principle of Nationalism, Chiang 
Kai‑shek wiped out the principle of equality between the Han and oth‑
er ethnic minorities by denying the difference of all ethnic minorities. 
He upheld a firm conviction in Han nationalism. The book attributed 
to be authored by him, Zhongguo zhi mingyun 中国之命运 (The Desti‑
ny of China), published in 1943, unequivocally states that all nation‑
alities in China were descended from a ‘common ancestor’ (zongzu 
宗族), and therefore the Chinese (or Han) nation was a unified single 
nation without multiple nationalities (Jiang 1943).
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4.2 Government’s Ineffective Attempt 
at Formulating a Nationality Policy

Notwithstanding the policy differences between the Qing and the Re‑
public, there was evidence of continuity in policy and practice. Both 
central authorities were concerned about the security of their fron‑
tiers and made efforts to secure collaboration and loyalty from peo‑
ple living in the vast borderlands. One example was the continued im‑
portance accorded to Mongolian and Tibetan affairs. The Republican 
government set up a Department for Mongolian and Tibetan Affairs. 
Its name later changed to the ‘Commission for Mongolian and Tibetan 
Affairs’, but was given equal status as other government ministries. 
Even though the power and status of this Commission could not com‑
pare with the previous Qing office, the office represented the govern‑
ment’s continued concern and effort in appeasing these two groups.

Both the Beiyang and the Nationalist governments, in public an‑
nouncement, always proclaimed republicanism and equality for all 
nationalities in the country. However, there was little real progress 
towards a concrete nationality policy. In his idea of the Principle of 
Nationalism, Sun Yat‑sen mentioned the right of self‑determination 
for ethnic minorities, but the central government during the Repub‑
lican period never officially acknowledged this right in its constitu‑
tion or law codes (Zhu 1985).

Ideology aside, China’s Republican government faced the immi‑
nent challenge of the separation of these two regions – Mongolia 
and Tibet –, from the very beginning. The political instability of the 
central government, coupled with the imperialist powers’ active at‑
tempts at influencing and controlling Mongolia and Tibet, resulted 
in Mongolia and Tibet declaring independence from China in 1912. 
The Beiyang government responded with military pressure to try to 
restore China’s sovereignty in these two regions, but it was severely 
limited by its own weakness as well as the fear of military interven‑
tion from Russia and Britain. Eventually, through the mediation of 
these powers, a compromise was reached that favoured Britain and 
Russia’s position, with Mongolia and Tibet maintaining their own sep‑
arate status but recognising China’s suzerainty (Guo 1979).

The other immediate challenge to China’s integrity came from 
the Hui. Acknowledging Hui people’s broad‑based discontent with 
the Qing rulers, the early Republican government reached out to the 
Hui’s local leaders, offering a conservative policy of maintaining the 
status quo and appointing them as government officials at both pro‑
vincial and central levels. To demonstrate the government’s acknowl‑
edgement of the distinction between the Uyghurs who were Muslims 
and non‑Uyghur Muslims elsewhere, a new term was created to refer 
to the Uyghur Muslim: Chan‑Hui (缠回, ‘Muslims with Head‑wraps’). 
In the early years of the Republic, the term of Huizu (回族), or the 
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‘Hui nationality’, was used to refer to the Uyghurs, whereas those 
other non‑Uyghur Muslims living elsewhere in China and linguistical‑
ly using Han language were referred to as Huimin (回民), or the ‘Hui 
people’. At times confusing, these terms demonstrate the Chinese 
central government’s intention to recognise the differences among 
various groups of minorities and its attempt to formulate a national‑
ity policy that would reflect these distinctions. These terms were in 
use well into the 1950s (Ge 2002).

The Hui co‑inhabited vast regions of China’s western and north‑
western frontiers with other ethnic groups. In many areas they did 
not form a majority and therefore were ruled by Han or other ethnic 
groups. In their apprehension of being oppressed, the Hui began to 
establish their own local military organisations for self‑protection. 
Gradually the Hui military organisations expanded and gained pow‑
er and influence. By the early years of the Republic, the Hui military 
leaders became local rulers of Ningxia, Qinghai, and Gansu Prov‑
inces. This situation lasted more than three decades. The National‑
ist governments not only tolerated the situation but sought close co‑
operation with the Muslim Hui rulers. This occurred because a new 
and more menacing threat to the Nationalist government emerged, 
that of the CCP. Because the Hui leaders were Muslim and fundamen‑
tally anti‑Communist based on religious grounds, they became reli‑
able allies of the central government. They served as vanguards in 
the battleground defending the Nationalist government against the 
CCP and its troops (Shi 1989; Chen 1981).

The history of the whole Republican period was long on inten‑
tions and short on concrete results. Incompetency was one of the 
problems, but constant and numerous conflicts caused by politi‑
cal division and fragmentation, frequent civil strife, and the in‑
tervention and invasion of foreign imperialist powers deprived 
the government of time and energy to focus on this important is‑
sue. From 1912 to 1949, China faced severe and relentless chal‑
lenges. It was left without any real power to initiate a new and ef‑
fective nationality policy.

4.3 Nationality Issue Under the Japanese Invasion

The outbreak of an all‑out Anti‑Japanese War in the summer of 1937 
brought urgency to the very survival of China as an independent 
country. The utmost priority for the central government was nation‑
al unity to fight the powerful invader. It appealed to all ethnic mi‑
norities to support this effort. Overall, a lot of members of minority 
groups joined China’s war effort (Li 1999). There were, however, at 
least two serious cases of minority groups trying to break away from 
China and gain independence during the Anti‑Japanese War period.
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The first case was Mongolian separatism. The movement began 
in 1933 after the Japanese occupation of Manchuria, when the Japa‑
nese Kwantung Army advanced into Inner Mongolia. Led by Mongol 
Prince De‑wang (德王), a group of Mongol noblemen took advantage 
of this moment of weakness of the central government and appealed 
for a high degree of ‘self‑determination’. When they did not receive 
a satisfactory reply, they began to communicate with the Japanese 
military authority and obtained Japanese financial and military help. 
In May 1936, they declared the formation of the ‘Mongolian Military 
Government’. After the outbreak of the Anti‑Japanese War, a Mongo‑
lian army under the command of Li Shou‑xin (李守信) openly assisted 
the Japanese army. In 1939, a ‘United Mongolian Self‑Rule Govern‑
ment’ declared its formation in Zhang‑jia‑kou, with Prince De‑wang 
as its head. This collaborationist regime became the earliest pup‑
pet regime under the control of the Japanese military. The regime 
came to its natural termination when Japan surrendered in August 
1945 (Yasui 1989).

The second serious incident happened near the end of the war 
period. In September 1944, a group of Kazaks in northern Xinjiang 
raised a separatist banner against the central government. Their jus‑
tification was heavy taxation. This movement soon spread to Uyghurs 
who formed the majority population in Xinjiang. Before the end of the 
year, the rebel forces declared the formation of the ‘Provisional Gov‑
ernment of East Turkestan People’s Republic’. The Nationalist gov‑
ernment was unable to suppress the movement by force, and the ne‑
gotiation for a settlement led nowhere until 1949. When the People’s 
Liberation Army units entered Xinjiang in October 1949, the separa‑
tist movement came to an end (Ge 2002).

However, it is inaccurate to believe that all Hui people in China 
desired separation from China. During China’s Anti‑Japanese War, 
the Hui identified with China’s war aim and participated in its war ef‑
fort. Between 1937 and 1941, Hui and Uyghur organisations in China 
sent several ‘visitation missions’ to various places in Southeast Asia 
and the Middle East to inform fellow Muslims of the true nature of 
Japan’s aggression in China. These missions directly countered Ja‑
pan’s propaganda of being a good friend and ally to the whole Mus‑
lim world and solicited support for China’s cause. Although we have 
no definite proof of the effectiveness of this counter‑propaganda ef‑
fort, these visitations did cause special Japanese attention and made 
Japan aware that its policy of seeking Muslim support had its limi‑
tations (Bao 2020).
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5 The PRC: Creating Its Nationality Policy (1949‑90s)

In comparison to the ROC, the PRC developed a complex set of pol‑
icies, laws, and rules, and established approaches and practices to 
manage the country’s vast population, of which nearly 9% are iden‑
tified as ‘minority nationalities’ and more than 91% are of the Han 
nationality, in a country with 1.4 billion population.

5.1 Early Policy and Its Theoretical Foundation

In the early days of the Chinese Communist Revolution from 1929 to 
1934, the Party did not develop its own nationality policy but gen‑
erally followed the Marxist principles and the nationality policy of 
the Soviet Union. As a party confined to limited space and with little 
freedom to traverse the vast territory, the CCP had little experience 
dealing with ethnic groups. This changed during the ‘Long March’.
The march forced the Communists into remote areas to flee from 
and evade the Nationalist pursuit. There, they encountered various 
minority groups whose cooperation and assistance were essential to 
the CCP’s survival. This experience led the Party’s leadership to re‑
alise the necessity of having its own nationality policy with the goal 
of winning the support of the broad ethnic population.

At the end of the Long March, the CCP re‑established its base ar‑
ea of control in northern Shaanxi, a region long inhabited by many 
Mongol and Hui people. Not having formulated a consistent nation‑
ality policy, the CCP nonetheless took on the task of reaching out to 
these two groups of people. On December 20, 1935, the ‘Central Gov‑
ernment of the Chinese Soviet’ issued a declaration specifically ad‑
dressing the Mongol population in Inner Mongolia to support their 
fight against the Japanese and to ask for their collaboration with the 
Red Army. A few days later, Mao Zedong made a speech reconfirm‑
ing the message previously issued:

The minority people, particularly the Mongols in Inner Mongolia, 
are under the direct threat of Japanese imperialism. They are ris‑
ing in their struggle. Their future is tied closely to the struggle of 
Chinese people in north China and the struggle of the Red Army 
in China’s northwest. (Quoted in Yasui 1989)

With the Hui people in Ningxia, the Party had a different call. Ningx‑
ia at the time was outside the path of the Japanese advancement, and 
the CCP appealed for Hui’s support of the Party’s political and social 
agenda of land reform.

After the outbreak of the all‑out Anti‑Japanese War, the CCP grad‑
ually developed its United Front policy, which, in regard to ethnic 
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minorities, aimed to gain support to fight against Japan as well as ri‑
vals against the Nationalist government. Under this policy, the CCP 
declared its respect for the special characteristics of the minority 
peoples in terms of religion, languages, and social customs. It recog‑
nised the existing political system and leadership of the ethnic minor‑
ities and promised them complete equality under the law. The core 
of the policy was still under the influence of the Soviet Union, which 
recognised national self‑determination.

In the Sixth special session of the CCP’s Sixth National Congress 
held in November 1938, Mao Zedong made the following remarks:

[We] allow equal rights to Mongol, Hui, Tibetan, Miao, Yao, and 
Yi people with the Han. Under the principle of a United Front 
against the Japanese, minority people have the right to admin‑
ister their own affairs and establish a united country with the 
Han. (quoted in Chen 1986)

The CCP’s implementation of this policy was first aimed at the Mon‑
gols in Inner Mongolia and the Hui people in Ningxia. The Party es‑
tablished a ‘Mongolian Working Commission’ and a ‘Frontier Stabi‑
lisation Working Commission’ to investigate the economic and social 
conditions for each group, respectively. In Yan’an, the Party created a 
training centre for the youth of minority peoples. Later, the Party es‑
tablished self‑governing Mongol and Hui counties and villages. These 
policy developments laid the foundation of CCP’s nationality policy af‑
ter it won political control of the whole country in 1949 (Yasui 1989).

5.2 The Three Pillars of the Nationality Policy Since the 1950s

With the founding of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) in 1949, 
a more systematic nationality policy was developed by the CCP. At 
the core of the policy was the principle of equality among peoples, 
or minzu, recognising their unique identities distinguishable from 
the Han people. This was in contrast to the Nationalist argument 
that China was home to only the ‘Chinese people’ (Zhonghua min‑
zu 中华民族), and other groups were merely sub‑varieties of a ‘com‑
mon heritage’ (zongzu 宗族).

Still under the influence of Marxism and the Soviet example, the 
CCP initiated the ‘Ethnic Identification project’, or minzu shibie (民族

识别), as the first of the three main pillars of its nationality strategy. 
Over a course of three decades, this project engaged many Chinese 
social scientists, who travelled into the areas where minority peo‑
ples lived, to identify and determine ethnonational composition of the 
country. Out of more than 400 groups applying for the minzu identi‑
ty, 56 distinct peoples emerged as the ‘finalists’. The phrase of “56 
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minzu” came into being in 1979, when the 56th group, that of Jinuo 
people (Jinuozu 基诺族) was added to the list of 55. Despite criticism 
of the soundness of the investigation, this number and definition be‑
came official and is widely used in the present day (Mullaney 2012).

The second major pillar in China’s ethnonational management 
was the establishment of ‘autonomous regions’ under the principle 
of self‑governance for ethnic minorities. In fact, two years before 
the founding of the new regime, the CCP had already established an 
‘Inner Mongolia Autonomous Region’. After the founding of the PRC, 
four other autonomous regions were established. These five autono‑
mous regions were top‑level administrative units, equivalent to prov‑
inces. At the second administrative level were 31 autonomous prefec‑
tures, overseeing about 120 autonomous counties and banners with 
several thousands of townships. These autonomous regions occupy 
64% of the total territories of China (Chen 2002).

The theoretic foundation for the establishment of all autonomous 
units was laid by Li Weihan (李维汉), who served as Minister of the 
United Front Department at the time. Li was not agreeable to the 
adoption of the Soviet model of ‘Nationality Republics’. He insisted 
that the best policy was the creation of autonomous units under a 
centralised national government. He explained that China’s minor‑
ities often had mixed habitation, and the total number of ethnic mi‑
norities occupied a relatively low percentage of China’s total popula‑
tion. The conditions, therefore, were different from the Soviet Union. 
He further argued that ethnic minorities in China were a part of Chi‑
na’s revolutionary process to expel imperialist influence and gain na‑
tional unity and liberation. Therefore, the ethnic minorities must first 
achieve a ‘democratic revolution’ to abolish serfdom and feudal in‑
stitutions. Then, the second step of the revolution would be ‘social‑
ist’, in the realisation of socialism (Li Wei‑han, quoted in Chen 1986).

Li’s suggestions were accepted by the CCP leadership, and the 
framework was reflected in ‘The Common Programmes’ of China’s 
People’s Political Consultative Congress adopted in September 1949. 
It stated: “In areas inhabited by national minorities, the programme 
of self‑governance be implemented. In accordance with the number 
of population, various autonomous units will be established”. This 
principle of self‑governance for national minorities was adopted in‑
to the country’s basic law in 1952, and later written into the Consti‑
tution of the PRC in 1954. However, the process of setting up vari‑
ous autonomous regions was not without dispute. The best example 
was Guangxi, which was inhabited by numerous minorities with no 
clear majority among them. For the establishment of a single auton‑
omous region, a great deal of effort was made to create a new identi‑
ty, the Zhuang ethnicity, incorporating several closely related minor‑
ity groups. The result was the establishment of the ‘Guangxi Zhuang 
Nationality Autonomous Region’ (Kaup 2000).
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The development of the autonomous regions demanded leaders 
from these groups who would head the top administrative position 
in their governments. Cadre training became both necessary and 
urgent. In 1951 in Beijing, a ‘Central Nationality College’ (Zhonghua 
minzu xueyuan 中央民族学院) was established, marking the beginning 
of such an endeavour. In the following decade, more than ten nation‑
ality colleges were set up in China’s northwestern, southwestern, and 
southern regions. In 1978, the central government announced that 
about 800,000 minority cadres were trained. This educational work 
was temporarily halted during the Cultural Revolution, but it was re‑
sumed from the early 1980s with greater scope. By 1988, the govern‑
ment declared that a total of 1.8 million minority cadres were trained 
to serve as administrative and technical officials in their respective 
regions (Chen 1989). The number reached 3 million by the year 2004.

In addition to the training programmes, the central government 
also established a ‘Nationality Affairs Commission’ under the State 
Council. This Commission was supposed to direct all major affairs 
relating to minority regions. However, due to China’s political sys‑
tem, the ultimate authority of state affairs lies with the Communist 
Party, particularly the Party’s Central Committee and its Politbu‑
ro. The Central Committee of the CCP had already created an exec‑
utive committee to take charge of nationality affairs. Membership 
in the executive committee also included a few chosen from ethnic 
minority leaders.

In principle, training ethnic minority cadres and officials to ad‑
minister the affairs of minority regions would be a positive policy. 
The trained cadres would serve as the medium or bridge connecting 
the Beijing government to respective regions and the peoples living 
there, and would bring to the attention of the central government any 
issues needed to be addressed. However, in reality, minority cadres 
often find themselves between two hard choices. In performing their 
duties, their loyalties could cause them to either lose their official po‑
sition or earn disrespect from the people they call their own. This co‑
nundrum is further complicated by the presence of a large number 
of Han officials among them, some of whom may be their superiors.

The Third Pillar is a set of preferential policies only applicable to 
and possible to be enjoyed by ethnic minorities. In three areas these 
policies illustrate unequivocally the preferential nature of the pillar’s 
intention. First, the central government provides financial incentives, 
investment, various subsidies, and other assistance to these areas. 
Without the support from the central government, the local govern‑
ments would not have enough funds to cover their expenses. For ex‑
ample, in 2008, the financial assistance from the government to a 
local government amounted to nearly 440 million RMB, the local fi‑
nancial incomes stood at almost 220 million RMB, and the local gov‑
ernment’s expenses came to nearly 650 million RMB (Li, Qian s.d.).
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The ethnic minority peoples also enjoy preferential treatment in 
the following areas: college education, job promotion, and birth rate. 
For the first two categories, a minority person can be admitted to 
college and promoted in job rank with a lower grade point or by add‑
ing additional points based on minority status – privileges not afford‑
ed to a Han peer. For birth rate, during the time when Han Chinese 
were strictly under the restriction of the one‑child policy, minority 
peoples were allowed to have two children, and even when families 
exceeded two children, they were not subjected to local authorities’ 
similar draconian treatment of the Han. This last privilege is moot 
now as China has reversed its controlling birth policy to a policy en‑
couraging multiple births.

Even the penal code regards criminal acts by a minority person dif‑
ferently. The central government in 1984 approved the ‘two less and 
one more (leniency)’ policy (liang shao yi kuan 两少一宽): less arrest, 
less pursuit, and even when arrested, apply greater level of leniency.

These preferential policies purely based on minzu identity inevi‑
tably generates criticisms from the majority Han population. ‘Une‑
qual treatment’, ‘reverse discrimination’, ‘unfair’, and even ‘illegal’ 
and ‘unconstitutional’ – these terms express discontent and resent‑
ment towards these preferential policies by the Han.

5.3 Continuing Tensions

5.3.1 China’s National Unity Vs. Minorities’ Regional Autonomy

The CCP policy of equality for all nationalities and the principle of 
regional self‑governance were gradually formulated in the 1950s. 
However, the policy was suspended during the Cultural Revolution. 
In fact, the section dealing with autonomy for ethnic minorities was 
deleted from the Constitution. After the end of the Cultural Revolu‑
tion, the CCP once again placed emphasis on its nationality policy. 
The introduction to the newly revised Constitution in 1982 states:

The Chinese People’s Republic is a united multi‑ethnic country 
founded by all nationalities. Equality, unity, and mutual assistance 
under socialist ethnic relations have been firmly established and 
will continue to strengthen. In the struggle for national unity, we 
are against Greater Han Nationalism, and at the same time we are 
against local nationalism. Our state will do its best to promote the 
prosperity of all nationalities in the country.

In the Guideline of Chapter One of the 1982 Constitution, emphasis is 
placed on the protection of all legal rights of ethnic minorities, and 
it forbids discrimination and oppression against them. It allows the 
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establishment of autonomous administrative units in areas inhabit‑
ed by ethnic minorities. And it guarantees the freedom of using their 
respective spoken and written languages, as well as the freedom to 
seek reform of their own customs. Freedom of religion was mentioned 
in the Constitution in general, with no particular reference to ethnic 
minorities (Benson, Svanberg 1998).

In 1984, China proclaimed the ‘Law of National Autonomy’ (min‑
zu quyu zizhifa 民族区域自治法). It made no major change to the na‑
tionality policy adopted since the 1950s, reiterating the principle of 
equality and self‑governance of the minorities. However, in Chapter 
Six of this 1984 zizhifa (自治法), under the title “Leadership and As‑
sistance from the Superior Government Offices” (shangji guojia jigu‑
an de lingdao he bangzhu 上级国家机关的领导和帮助), “Leadership and 
Assistance” is highlighted, implying government help is available to 
the ethnic minorities in developing a social system aligning to the 
Han majority. Obviously, the revived nationality policy did not resolve 
the contradiction between central control and regional autonomy or 
desire for political unity and respect for cultural diversity. In later 
years, when conflicts emerged in these regions, the government of‑
ten relied on its authority to ‘render guidance and assistance’ to eth‑
nic minorities, but it placed respect for their right of self‑governance 
in a secondary position.

This is where the core problem rests: maintaining a balance be‑
tween national unity and the regional autonomy of ethnic minori‑
ties. While the central government proclaims an even‑handed policy 
of remaining simultaneously vigilant against ‘Greater Han Nation‑
alism’ or ‘Han Chauvinism’ (dahanzuzhuyi 大汉族主义), and against 
‘regional (Nationalist) separatism’ (difang/minzu fenliezhuyi 地方/民
族分裂主义), its implementation of the policy inevitably vacillates be‑
tween the two poles under different times, circumstances, and pri‑
ority considerations (Yang 1990).

5.3.2 Han Migration into Minority Areas

Migration of the Han people into minority areas has its historical 
precedence but has become an acutely contested issue in the last few 
decades. The Qing court, in the early years of the dynasty, proclaimed 
a strict prohibition on Han immigration to Manchuria. Manchuria 
was considered the ancestral holy land for the Manchus. However, 
the prohibition became relaxed over the slow decline of the power 
of the Qing court, and it practically ended by the early years of the 
twentieth century. The attitude of the Qing court had changed in re‑
gard to Han immigration to Manchuria due mainly to the growing 
pressure from foreign imperialist powers, particularly from Russia 
and Japan. The net result was the mass migration of the Han people 
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from nearby provinces to Manchuria. This trend continued through 
the early years of the Republican period, with the Han farming popu‑
lation migrating to less populated areas of the Yellow River Loop and 
Manchuria in the North, and to Guangxi and Yunnan in the South. 
On the whole, such massive migration was voluntary and not spon‑
sored or operated by the government.

The Han migration to frontier regions virtually stopped in the 
1930s and 1940s due essentially to wars: the Anti‑Japanese War and 
the civil war. After the establishment of the PRC, peace and social 
order was restored, as was the resumption of Han migration to fron‑
tier regions. The central government never formally declared a pol‑
icy in favour of the migration, probably due to its concern about the 
sensitivity of the issue. However, judging from the massive number 
involved, we can safely assume that Beijing was aware of the situ‑
ation and the leadership of those provinces and regions concerned 
probably gave their tacit approval. On one hand such migration could 
relieve the population pressure from densely populated provinces, 
and on the other hand the immigrants could help develop the local 
economy of the more sparsely populated regions. The other impor‑
tant element that the Chinese government must have viewed favour‑
ably was that the growth of the Han population in frontier regions 
could shift the balance of Han‑minority population ratio, strength‑
ening the centripetal trend in the frontier regions.

The Han population growth in Xinjiang after 1949 illustrates how 
several factors converged to create the result. In late 1949 during 
the final stage of the civil war, units of the People’s Liberation Army 
(PLA) entered Xinjiang and reached a ‘peaceful liberation’ of the re‑
gion when the Nationalist Army in garrison duties surrendered en 
masse. The surrendered soldiers were quickly integrated into PLA 
units, and most of them were ordered to serve their garrison du‑
ties in various parts of Xinjiang. In the early 1950s, with the regime 
consolidated and peace secured, a large number of PLA soldiers in 
the region were demobilised and transferred to work in the newly 
established ‘Xinjiang Plantation and Construction Corps’ (Xinjiang 
shengchan jianshe bingtuan 新疆生产建设兵团). It is said that out of 
200,000 soldiers in the Xinjiang Military Region (Xinjiang junqu 新
疆军区), 175,000 were incorporated into the Corps, along with their 
families. This decision was driven by a military‑strategic consider‑
ation as Xinjiang borders the Soviet Union, as well as an economic 
opportunity to reclaim more land for farming. ‘Reclamation and gar‑
rison’ (tunken shubian 屯垦戍边) is thus at the core of the Corps’ cre‑
ation and its continued existence.

There were two additional major influxes of the Han population 
into Xinjiang. Between 1959 and 1961, the devastating consequenc‑
es of the Great Leap Forward created a severe problem of famine. 
Tens of thousands of impoverished peasant families moved to east‑
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ern Xinjiang to avoid starvation. At the time, it was called mang‑liu (
盲流) or ‘involuntary movement’ of people. Within a few short years 
the Han population increased rapidly in eastern Xinjiang (Tian, Lin 
1986). Then, with the beginning of the Cultural Revolution in the 
mid‑1960s, the policy of sending a large number of urban educated 
youth to be “re‑educated” in rural areas moved many Han youths to 
frontier regions, including Xinjiang. Between 1963 and 1966, Shang‑
hai alone may have sent 80,000 to 90,000 youths to Xinjiang. How‑
ever, most of these ‘sent‑down youths’ returned to their home cities 
after the Cultural Revolution.

In the forty years from 1950s to the 1990s, there was mass migra‑
tion of the Han to frontier regions. The most drastic change took place 
in Inner Mongolia, where the total percentage of the Mongol population 
dropped from 25% to 8%, while the Han population rose from 75% to 
82% (Benson, Svanberg 1998). In Xinjiang, the percentage of all minor‑
ity nationalities, including Uyghurs, Kazaks, Mongol, and Hui dropped 
from 90% to 60% and the Han population increased from 8% to 40% 
(Benson, Svanberg 1998). The changes in Tibet were not as drastic, 
probably due to its high plateau climate that was not suitable for the 
farming life of the Han. Until the early 1980s, the Han population in Ti‑
bet was essentially limited to party, government, and military person‑
nel. After China shifted to an open and reformist policy in the 1980s, 
Tibet began to attract a larger number of Han immigrants who were in‑
volved in the development of tourism. However, the Han were basical‑
ly concentrated in Lhasa and a few big cities in Tibet (Heberer 1989).

The ratio clearly indicates the Han nationality’s growing presence 
in the minority regions, but it does not reveal the growth of minority 
populations. As explained earlier, the ‘one child’ policy successfully 
curtailed the growth of the majority Han population but was large‑
ly disregarded in minority regions. Xinjiang, for example, had a Han 
population numbering 5.13 million in 1978, while the Uyghur popula‑
tion was 5.55 million. In the population figure for Xinjiang in 2019, the 
Han population numbered 7.85 million while the Uyghur population 
had increased to 11.67 million.1 With the rapid population increase of 
minority nationalities compounded by continued influxes of the Han 
population, this combination is likely to intensify the tension in the 
minority regions and set off crises. It will severely challenge Beijing’s 
ability to continue to navigate in the very treacherous course; it may 
also provide a great opportunity for the regime to devise a more bal‑
anced policy to accommodate desires of all inhabitants.

1 National Bureau of Statistics of China publishes the official census at http://www.
stats.gov.cn/english/Statisticaldata/CensusData/. Zhongguo minzu tongji ni‑
anjian 中国民族统计年鉴 (Statistical Yearbook of Chinese Ethnic Groups) can be found 
at http://www.tjcn.org.

http://www.stats.gov.cn/english/Statisticaldata/CensusData/
http://www.stats.gov.cn/english/Statisticaldata/CensusData/
http://www.tjcn.org
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In reviewing the history of China’s nationality policy under the 
PRC, we realise that the policy has been inconsistent, changing from 
time to time due to the political environment. During the first thirty 
years of the CCP’s rule, the desire for national cohesion was the prior‑
ity, followed by the aspiration of a social revolution. The control of the 
frontier regions was under the military, and the rule over local inhab‑
itants high‑handed. Beginning in the 1980s, as the country moved to 
its ‘Reform and Opening‑up’ era, the nationality policy shifted away 
from the legacy of the Cultural Revolution and showed signs of be‑
ing more balanced, as indicated by the 1982 Constitution reaffirm‑
ing the principle of ethnic autonomy. There are signs that the rela‑
tive ‘liberal’ nationality policy in the 1980s and 1990s is changing. 
However, this is a contemporary issue beyond the scope of this essay.

6 Conclusions

China became a truly multi‑ethnic state under a centralised govern‑
ment during the Qing dynasty. The Manchus, a minority nationali‑
ty ruling the Chinese majority, were conscientious of the nationali‑
ty problem. They developed a nationality policy that was not based 
on the principle of equality, giving preferential treatment to Mon‑
gols and Tibetans while handling Muslims forcefully. But this was 
a practical policy, clearly designed to garner support, and prevent 
and suppress opposition. In practice, the Manchus would not hesi‑
tate to adjust their policy from one of conciliation to one of severe 
punishment. This policy ensured loyalty and obedience to the rul‑
ing élite and secured the dynasty’s vast frontier territories for more 
than two centuries.

A fundamental weakness in this policy was its ultra‑conservative 
aim of the maintenance of the status quo, with no desire to make 
changes to the system. It is questionable if such a policy could be 
maintained in the twentieth century, even if the Qing dynasty did 
not fall in 1911. This policy failed to recognise the more precipitate 
economic and social changes taking place in Mongolia and Tibet, as 
well as the increasing identity trend of Mongols and Tibetans in their 
own national consciousness.

The special favour accorded to Mongols and Tibetans by the Qing 
court was not offered to other ethnic minority people. In fact, the 
Qing nationality policy towards other ethnic minorities was exploit‑
ative and oppressive, resulting in severe dissatisfaction among those 
minority peoples. After the Qing power declined, these minority peo‑
ples often rebelled openly against the government. Such rebellions 
became a major source of political disturbance during the latter half 
of the Qing dynasty. Therefore, on the whole, it is difficult to consid‑
er the Qing nationality policy successful.
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The fall of the Qing dynasty immediately caused political uncer‑
tainty in Mongolia and Tibet. The old loyalty and ties were broken, 
and the Mongol and Tibetan leaders soon declared their independ‑
ence and separation from the newly established Republican govern‑
ment in China. The interference of foreign imperialist powers made 
the situation more complex, and the new central government was too 
weak to take back those territories by force. Eventually a compromise 
was reached for Mongolia and Tibet to loosely recognise China’s su‑
zerainty and each kept their own de facto independence.

After the founding of the Republican government, the political 
leaders embraced Sun Yat‑sen’s idea of the equality of the Five Na‑
tionalities. However, the central government did not include minority 
leaders in governance of the country, and the principle of setting up 
‘nationality self‑government’ remained a lip service. While Beiyang 
government was too weak and too involved in civil strife to give at‑
tention to nationality problems in the country, the Nanjing govern‑
ment did not earnestly promote the Principle of Nationalism that 
involved minority nationalities. Like the Beiyang government, the 
Nanjing regime did not have much time to develop its own national‑
ity policy, and the outbreak of the war against Japan stalled the Na‑
tionalist nation‑building effort in this respect.

Soon after the CCP came to power and established the PRC in 
1949, it began to formulate a nationality policy on the foundation of 
the principle of minority self‑governance. Rather quickly, the central 
government organised and sponsored groups of social scientists to 
conduct field investigations of the situation of ethnic minorities in the 
country. This project ultimately identified 56 nationalities. 

The project […] was neither a Communist‑imposed scheme whose 
ethnological dimensions can be dismissed as pseudoscience, nor a 
purely social scientific endeavor that can be treated apart from the 
broader history of modern Chinese ethnopolitics. (Mullaney 2012)

At the same time, various autonomous administrative units were es‑
tablished. However, the implementation of this nationality policy of‑
ten came into conflict with the highly centralised Party organisation. 
When such conflict happened, the Party authority made final deter‑
mination. The state also began programmes for the training of mi‑
nority cadres and officials. Similarly, the coexistence of Han officials 
often curtailed the power of minority cadres. The nationality policy 
was severely limited in its implementation.

Another serious problem in the nationality policy of the PRC was 
the shift from an early policy of seeking collaboration of tradition‑
al leaders in the minority regions to a ‘revolutionary policy’ of so‑
cialist construction. It caused a great deal of confusion for the peo‑
ple and cadres in the minority regions. Many minority cadres and 
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officials were placed in an uneasy position of whether to obey orders 
from the Party or retain a sense of loyalty to their own tradition in 
their own community.

One other practical problem in the nationality policy was Han mi‑
gration to minority regions. Although such migration had happened 
in historical times, the massive number of Han migrants to frontier 
regions during the first two decades of CCP rule was significantly 
different. The migrants included military and Party personnel and 
members of farming families from overly populated areas not far 
from frontier regions. Later on, the political movement of sending 
down educated youth to rural areas also reached more remote fron‑
tier regions. After the 1980s, when the Party changed its policy to 
an emphasis on economic development, frontier minority regions at‑
tracted many Han people to invest and work in the tourist industry. 
Decades of Han migration to minority regions changed the population 
ratio and caused suspicion from the minorities. It also sowed seeds 
for racial conflict and raised serious doubt about the sincerity of the 
central government’s attitude of respect to the minority peoples.

As this essay outlines, Chinese powers recognised the diversity of 
peoples among the country’s population. The Qing rulers were the 
first to attempt formulating and implementing a nationality policy. 
Subsequent regimes developed respective policies based on the leg‑
acy of the Qing and other political frameworks. We have seen how 
the various governments, with different objectives, favoured or sup‑
pressed different ethnic populations accordingly. Today, the same op‑
posing considerations for the Chinese government remain intact: the 
competing interests for central control and regional autonomy, and 
for political unity with equal respect for cultural diversity.
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1 Introduction

Sun Yat‑sen1 is the quintessential historical figure representing mo‑
dernity in China.2 He is the revolutionary archetype and the emblem 
of Chinese national identity. Sun embodies a modernity counter‑
posed to the Confucian society governed by the ultra‑conservative 
Qing court, whose power was limited to central and provincial insti‑
tutions, and at the county level through the bureaucratic network. 
Sun’s revolutionary programme succeeded in overthrowing this mo‑
narchical institution, but it did not achieve the distribution of power 
to the people through a form of democracy, as proposed in his po‑
litical doctrine of “the three stages of the revolution” set out in the 
Three Principles of the People. The goal, according to Sun’s Princi‑
ples, was to free China – a “hypo‑colony”, in his own words – from 
foreign dominance, so that China could regain territorial integri‑
ty and the sovereignty of the people. Then, China would be a whole 
and free nation (Domes 1989). Sun’s modernity, then, was Nation‑
alist in the sense that it aimed to supplant both the foreign ruling 
dynasty and the imperial government, whilst remaining connected 
to the tradition of a Chinese government led by the Chinese peo‑
ple. Thus, as we will see in the discussion of the mausoleum be‑
low, there is no contradiction in talking about modernity whilst us‑
ing symbols deriving from the Song and Ming dynasties, such as 
the proximity of Sun’s mausoleum to the Ming tombs, or the choice 
of Nanjing as the capital of the newly established Republic of Chi‑
na. Imperial symbols such as these were appropriated to serve the 
purposes of Chinese cultural and political nationalism and modern 
state‑building, and thus effectively contributed to shaping post‑im‑
perial Chinese identity.

This essay presents some preliminary research results on Sun’s 
politics and legacy, examined through an interdisciplinary approach 
drawing upon semiotics and the study of material culture. 

This essay discusses the use of symbols as signs of Chinese mo‑
dernity. Referring to Ferdinand de Saussure’s semiotics, I scrutinise 
three symbols associated with Sun Yat‑sen: his portraits and official 

1 For in‑depth overviews of Sun’s life and political career, see Bergère 1998; Gordon 
2010. On Sun’s revolutionary activities and the revolution, see Schiffrin 1970; Wong 
1986; Lum, Lum 1999; Lee, Lee 2015; Anderson 2021. On Sun’s political views and ex‑
perience, see Wells 2001; Tjio 2017; Cheng 1989; and on the relationship with the Soong 
family, see Hahn 1941.
2 Discourses of modernisation, according to Williams ([1976] 1988, 209), “have be‑
come increasingly common in C20 argument. In relations to institutions or industry 
they are normally used to indicate something unquestionably favourable or desirable”. 
For an in‑depth view of modernity and its consequences from cultural and epistemo‑
logical viewpoints, see Giddens 1990, and for an overview of modernity in the Chinese 
context see Duara 1995; Yeh 2000; Zarrow 2006; Sun 2021.
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photographs; Sun’s suit, known to the West as the ‘Mao jacket’; and 
Sun’s mausoleum in Nanjing.3 

The portrait and the suit are symbols that Sun Yat‑sen himself 
chose. Consequently, his agency permeates them and they remain 
forms of self‑representation which have long survived his death; 
while the mausoleum was planned and built by others to venerate 
his political legacy. In the mausoleum, Sun’s embalmed body and per‑
sona is transformed into a symbol. Because this is a posthumous act, 
Sun’s own agency and self‑representation are absent from the mau‑
soleum, but his physical presence invests it with the power of a lieu 
de mémoire (Cadot 2010).

Saussurean semiotics provides the intellectual framework with‑
in which the aforementioned signs are interpreted in order to under‑
stand the ideas of modernity that Sun sought to transmit to the Chi‑
nese people, as well as their legacy and contemporary reinterpretation.

The Swiss linguist Ferdinand de Saussure, considered, alongside 
Charles Sanders Peirce, a founder of semiotics,4 imagined a science 
for the study of signs “at the heart of the society”: a science focussed 
on the relationship between various systems of codified symbols com‑
bining expressive form with meaningful content. Importantly, Sau‑
ssure considered the relation between expressive form and mean‑
ingful content to be determined by a “relative motivation” limiting 
arbitrariness by some sort of rational connection with the society to 
which the symbols belonged (Parmentier 2015, 3‑4). The symbols con‑
sidered in this research are set in the China of the 1910s and 1920s, 
when the country was undergoing profound processes of moderni‑
sation. As Cerulo (1993, 244) noted in her study of symbols and the 
world‑system, experiences of modernisation and position within the 
world‑system “influence the structure of the symbols by which na‑
tional leaders convey their nation’s identity”. Therefore, to under‑
stand the relationship between the adoption of symbols and the mod‑
ernisation process, we need to examine the communication strategy 
that functions as a “limit to arbitrariness” between symbols and so‑
ciety as conceptualised by Saussure. To comprehend this “relative 
motivation”, I use both semantic and syntactic analysis of symbols as 
proposed by Cerulo (1993, 246), who defines semantic analysis as a 

3 An extensive study of Sun’s mausoleum and Republican ritual symbolism was pub‑
lished by Rudolf Wagner (2011). The present study builds upon Wagner’s work but is dis‑
tinct from it, because the focus for Wagner was the ritual governance associated with 
the death and enshrinement of Sun in the mausoleum, while this essay focuses on the 
semiotic analysis of symbols associated with Sun as representations of Chinese moder‑
nity, and the mausoleum is just one of the three examined.
4 For the history of semiotics see Nöth 1995; Boklund‑Lagopoulou, Lagopoulos 2021; 
and on Charles Sanders Peirce, the other founding figure (who never met Saussure), 
see Thellefsen, Sørensen 2014.
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process that “isolates the symbol’s elements and focuses on the mean‑
ing of each of those elements”, and syntactic analysis as the process 
that “examines the meaning conveyed by a symbol’s structure – its 
design or configuration and the relationship between its parts”.

To fully understand the symbols associated with Sun and modern 
China, this essay presents a description of Sun’s symbols and their 
historical contextualisation. Sun’s portraits, Sun’s suit, and Sun’s 
mausoleum will be scrutinised according to the semantic and semiot‑
ic analysis in order to reveal their communication strategy and “rel‑
ative motivation”, enabling assessment of the relation between Sun’s 
symbols and Chinese society, and the ways this relation impacted or 
reflected the modernisation process in China. Finally, I distinguish 
the signs according to “Peirce’s most used [...] distinction between 
sign relations based on formal resemblance or ‘icons’, relations based 
on physical contiguity or ‘indexes’, and relations based on arbitrary 
convention or ‘symbols’” (Parmentier 2015, 6). 

Analysis of the ways these symbols and their indexical, iconic, and 
symbolic status were used to produce meanings reveals both Sun’s 
strategic communication with the Chinese people about the modern‑
isation of their country; and how Sun himself became the symbol of 
an era associated with the beginnings of Chinese modernity.

2 Sun’s Portrait and Official Photographs

The revolution had been initiated in Wuchang on 10 October 1911, by 
members of the United League in alliance with rebellious elements of 
the military. The Wuchang uprising expanded to neighbouring prov‑
inces where insubordinate military commanders offered no resist‑
ance and by the end of 1911, the Qing dynasty had collapsed. In three 
months, a provisional government was established. Sun  Yat‑sen was 
elected Provisional President and when the First Year of the Repub‑
lic was proclaimed, on 1 January 1912, Sun assumed office. 

On that day, a photograph of him in his role was taken portraying 
the top half of his body, slightly in profile. Sun was wearing a mili‑
tary uniform with a fob watch in the left pocket. His hair was short 
and left parting, his moustache also short, but bristly. Sun’s glance 
was earnest but instilling confidence. This portrait presents Sun as 
a military leader and a revolutionary [fig. 1]. 

His modern military uniform aligned him with the revolution’s prin‑
ciples and distinguished him from the old Manchu dynastic regime. 
The visual rupture between this photograph and portrayals of imperi‑
al rulers in traditional robes is sharp. On the many official occasions 
where Sun appeared in his role as Provisional President, he dressed 
in a Western three‑piece suit – jacket, waistcoat, and creased trou‑
sers – with a tie, and sometimes a hat. This form of dress maintained 
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the association of Western dress with modernity and presented a vis‑
ual contrast with the traditional robes of Manchu officials, but ex‑
changed the military uniform of a revolutionary for the civilian attire 
of an established political leader. The other occasions on which Sun 
was photographed dressed in uniform, as for the official portrait, were 
in December 1911 on his journey from Shanghai to Nanjing to be nom‑
inated President, accompanied by Hu Hanmin, and during his partic‑
ipation in the visit of civil and military officials to the Ming imperial 
tomb in Nanjing on 16 February 1912. On the second occasion, he had 
already stepped down from the role of Provisional President of the Re‑
public of China. In fact, six weeks after his provisional nomination, on 
12 February, the Qing government abdicated and formally recognised 
the Republic, upon which, to avoid bloodshed, Sun Yat‑sen resigned 
his position in favour of Yuan Shikai, who was trusted by both revolu‑
tionaries and the monarchy, having acted as a liaison between them.

Figure 1 Sun Yat‑sen’s portrait as Provisional President of the Republic of China. © McCormick 1913, 366
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Soon after stepping down as President, Sun toured the country to 
examine the actual conditions of the people, and subsequently advo‑
cated for the development of education and practical knowledge to 
modernise the nation. Sun was adamant that communications, par‑
ticularly the railway network, were the backbone of the modernisa‑
tion process, so it was significant that in August 1912, he was ap‑
pointed Director General of the National Railways. Sun made tours 
of inspection of the various railways already built, whilst planning 
the construction of a further 200,000 miles of railway line over the 
following ten years. To study developments in railway construction, 
Sun visited Japan in February 1913 (Edmonds 1987).

Sun’s second photograph portrays him on board of a train in Tian‑
jin in August 1912, the month that he was appointed Director Gener‑
al of the National Railways [fig. 2].

Figure 2 Sun Yat‑sen as Director‑General of the National Railways, 1912. Source: Chinese Cultural Association, 
Faure C.M., and F.I.L. (1965). A Pictorial Biography of Dr. Sun Yat‑sen. Hong Kong: Ertiantang yinwu youxian gongsi

This photo symbolises the modernisation process which was central 
to Sun’s revolutionary movement. Since the formation of his first po‑
litical association, the Revive China Society (Xing Zhong Hui 興中

會), Sun had wanted China to modernise at the same pace as Japan, 
an Asian country he saw as an inspiration, to be able to deal with 
Western powers from a basis of technological and military equality. 

Whilst Sun toured China in his role of Director General of the Na‑
tional Railways, he dressed in civilian clothes, the three‑piece suits 
that he wore on other occasions. In the photograph taken during his 
tours of inspection of the railway system, Sun appears as a modern 
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official, dressed in Western style to represent progress and rupture 
with the conservatism of the dynastic past.

According to Peirce’s scheme, Sun’s portrait as Provisional Pres‑
ident of the Republic of China – a solo image – may be seen as an 
iconic sign, its meaning based on the formal resemblance between 
Sun and his portrait. From a Saussurean perspective, the meaning‑
ful content of Sun’s portrait lies in its visual expression of the values 
of Sun’s revolutionary cause. At the same time, Sun’s photographs 
as Director General of the National Railway, taken on board a train 
carriage whilst inspecting China’s railway network in preparation for 
future development, are indexical signs, drawing attention to Sun’s 
practical involvement in the modernisation process. Therefore, Sun’s 
official portrait in uniform represents the success of the revolution, 
whilst his portrayal on a train in a civilian suit represents the mod‑
ernisation process which followed.5

3 Sun Zhongshan’s Suit

The second symbol through which Sun is remembered today is the 
‘Sun Yat‑sen suit’ or Zhongshan Zhuang (中山装), known in the West 
as the ‘Mao jacket’ or ‘Mao suit’.6 Lu Hanchao (1999, 253‑4) notes 
that the origins of the idea for the suit are not known, but that Sun 
acquired his in 1920 from the Rongchangxiang Woollen Fabrics 
and Western Suits shop in Nanjing Road, Shanghai, where he either 
bought a new suit or took one in a different style for alteration. The re‑
sult was a civilian version of a military uniform. Sun’s adoption of the 
suit during his time as Provisional President symbolised a rejection 
of both the traditional robes of the Qing bureaucracy and the civil‑
ian suits worn by Western political leaders. Rather, the suit present‑
ed an image which was both distinctively modern and distinctively 
Chinese. Consequently, the suit became the signature dress of the 
Nationalist revolution. Finnane (2008, 183) explains its symbolism:

5 Lu Hanchao (2010, 7) explains that a limited amount of visual material survived from 
the time of the Xinhai Revolution: “Because war correspondence was not an established 
profession and the camera was a rare apparatus in China at the time, very few photo‑
graphs of the revolution were taken”. Therefore, Lu points to three contemporary pub‑
lications as repositories for the photographs of the Chinese revolution that still circu‑
late today: Edwin J. Dingle’s China’s Revolution, 1911 to 1912; Frederick McCormick’s 
The Flowery Republic, published in 1913; and the collection of Francis Eugene Stafford, 
available at the Hoover Institution website: https://www.hoover.org/news/francis‑ 
eugene‑stafford‑photograph‑collection.
6 Cf. https://fashion.sohu.com/20180102/n527002149.shtml.

https://www.hoover.org/news/francis-eugene-stafford-photograph-collection
https://www.hoover.org/news/francis-eugene-stafford-photograph-collection
https://fashion.sohu.com/20180102/n527002149.shtml
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The jacket was close‑fitting and buttoned down the centre, with 
square pockets at breast and waist, and was worn over trousers 
cut in Western style. In time, its unremarkable stylistic features 
were invested with deep political significance: the three buttons 
on each sleeve cuff stood for the Three Principles of the People, 
the four pockets for four Nationalist principles and the five front 
buttons for the five branches of the Nationalist government.

During the Republican period, the Sun Yat‑sen suit became popular 
among students (Lu 1999, 254), and schools were prompted to adopt 
it as a school uniform as its central buttons did not distinguish be‑
tween “left and right sides”, but it also had the advantage of being 
“economical since it used less fabric than the long gown, healthy be‑
cause, unlike the long gown, [it is] beautiful, and will inculcate a mar‑
tial spirit” (Harrison 2000, 176). The suit also became popular among 
revolutionaries in Canton in the 1920s (Finnane 2008, 183). Harrison 
explains that claims that the suit encouraged martial spirit made by 
those advertising school uniforms appealed to Nationalist support‑
ers and became associated with revolutionary commitment. To wear 
the suit was to embody revolutionary spirit, to materially mark one‑
self as a moderniser committed to the revolutionary agenda.

After Sun’s death in 1925, the Sun Yat‑sen suit remained fashion‑
able and became increasingly popular even in rural areas, where it 
was seen as a symbol of a patriotic spirit, thanks to the Nationalist 
revolution. When the Northern Expedition ended successfully, the 
fashion spread from the South to the North of China, and men who 
continued to wear traditional gowns were seen as “old school, old re‑
gime”. The popularity of the Sun Yat‑sen suit continued even after the 
end of the civil war of 1946‑49 and the establishment of the People’s 
Republic of China. A photograph of Mao Zedong and Chiang Kai‑shek 
taken in Chongqing during the negotiations following the end of the 
anti‑Japanese war suggests a case of ‘separation at birth’ which was 
not too far from the fact in political terms. Their suits were virtually 
identical: well cut, of good material, and faithful to the style estab‑
lished by Sun Yat‑sen (Finnane 2008, 182‑4).

This image is emblematic. In fact, both Chiang and Mao, repre‑
sentatives of the Nationalist and Communist parties of China respec‑
tively, wore the Sun Yat‑sen suit, demonstrating their loyalty to his 
political doctrine, the Three Principles of the People. Wearing Sun’s 
suit was a way in which each leader sought to state publicly that they 
were the legitimate heir of Sun Yat‑sen, that their political doctrine 
was faithful to Sun’s political vision [fig. 3].
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Figure 3 Chiang Kaishek (left) and Mao Zedong (right) wearing the Sun Yat‑sen suit in Chongqing. 1945. 
https://www.sohu.com/a/410130947_523187

Sun’s suit is a symbolic sign, because according to Peirce’s scheme, 
its relation to Sun Yat‑sen is an arbitrary convention based on the Chi‑
nese agreeing on the association of the Sun’s suit design with Sun’s 
doctrine, Nationalist ideology, and government structure. In Saus‑
sure’s terms, Sun’s suit – the expressive form – is associated with the 
meaningful content embodied by the revolutionary cause and ide‑
ology: the three buttons on the sleeve cuff representing the Three 
Principles of the People; the four pockets representing the four po‑
litical and civil rights of the people (i.e. the power of election, the 
power of recall, the power of initiative, and the power of referen‑
dum) which aimed to balance power between the people and the 
government; and the five front buttons standing for the five branch‑

https://www.sohu.com/a/410130947_523187
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es of the Nationalist government, the Executive Yuan, the Legisla‑
tive Yuan, the Judicial Yuan, the Examination Yuan, and the Cen‑
sorate Yuan. 

Furthermore, according to Cerulo’s theory, the symbolic struc‑
ture of Sun’s suit is a sample of complex or embellished syntactic 
structure, because the rich symbolism communicates a complex 
new political ideology and system. Sun’s suit structure refers to 
and communicates with the heterogeneous and factionalised so‑
ciety that characterised China in the 1920s and 1930s. The com‑
plex symbols of the jacket – the three buttons on each sleeve cuff, 
the four pockets, and the five front buttons embody an embellished 
communication strategy requiring “universal attention from a fac‑
tionalized audience” (Cerulo 1993, 245). The communication strat‑
egy adopts “a symbol structure that is variable, dynamic, and able 
to convey maximum amounts of information” (250), in this case a 
single garment represents the full scale of value of the Nationalist 
Party and its governmental apparatus.

4 Sun’s Mausoleum

The death of Sun Yat‑sen was a political event of national impor‑
tance. A few months before his death, in November 1924, Sun issued 
a Manifesto on Going North, in which he reaffirmed the Three Prin‑
ciples of the People as the political path towards a reunified Chi‑
na and the achievement of modernisation. The manifesto, launched 
during his last battle, was transformed from a political programme 
to a political will after his death in Beijing on 12 March 1925.7

Two funerals were held for Sun in Beijing on 19 March: one was a 
private Christian ceremony according to his and his family’s wish‑
es, whilst the second was secular and public. The private funeral 
was a Baptist service held in the Great Hall of the Beijing Union 
Medical College. Immediately after the ceremony, Sun’s coffin was 
moved to the park adjacent to the imperial palace buildings. Those 
drawing and escorting the hearse represented other groups sym‑
bolically claiming Sun as their forefather – his Guomindang (GMD) 
followers, dressed in formal gowns and black satin jackets, his stu‑
dent admirers carrying banners, and his Russian supporters. The 
coffin was draped with the GMD flag. After three weeks, during 
which the coffin lay in state while the public filed past in homage, it 
was moved to the Temple of Azure Clouds in the Western Hills, Bei‑
jing, before being moved to Nanjing for burial, in accordance with 
his expressed wish. The burial in Nanjing was a national event, in 

7 For an in‑depth study of Sun’s doctrine, see Cheng 1989.
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which Sun’s coffin was entombed in the mausoleum especially built 
for the ‘Father of the Nation’ under the aegis of the Nationalist Par‑
ty, which was creating a cult of personality around their deceased 
leader (Bergère 1998, 407‑8).

On 27 May 1929, the final journey of Sun’s coffin from Beijing to 
Nanjing began.8 The funeral procession, composed of three trains, 
made several stops along the way to allow the nation to pay tribute 
to Sun Yat‑sen, and on 1 June 1929, the coffin of the late President 
was transferred to the Mausoleum of the Purple Mountains, in the 
neighbourhood of Nanjing (North China Herald 1929; The China Press 
1929). During the national funeral led by Chiang Kai‑shek and the 
principal Nationalist leaders, accompanied by an army escort, punc‑
tuated by the sound of cannons and attended by the diplomatic corps 
and thousands of ordinary citizens, Sun Yat‑sen was interred in his 
last resting place (Howard 1929). The monumental character of his 
tomb, fronted by a huge flight of steps, the beauty of the surround‑
ing wooded hills, and the proximity of the burial mounds of the an‑
cient Ming emperors, to whose shades Sun Yat‑sen had prayed at the 
founding of the Republic in 1912, all combined to enhance the so‑
lemnity of the setting and to encourage reverence (Lai 2005) [fig. 4].

The mausoleum design was explained by the North China Herald 
on 26 September 1925: 

The winning design is of the Sung dynasty style, which from above 
formed the shape of a bell. At the entrance is a gate after the Ming 
style, and eight flights of steps and causeways lead from the en‑
trance, the elevation of which will be about 180 feet. At the top of 
the steps is the memorial hall, after which one enters a second hall, 
where the tablets are to be erected. Behind the memorial hall will 
be found the tomb, an open space, where upon looking down, the 
coffin will be seen. The interior is strictly in accordance with Chi‑
nese style, the regular columns standing from floor to roof, these 
beams being of fine marble and granite. The roof will be of bronze.9 

8 A detailed account on the funeral procession, regulation, timing etc. was reported 
by Wagner (2011, 259‑63).
9 The same text appeared in an article, published on 3 October 1925 in The China 
Weekly Review, entitled “Prize Winning Design of Mausoleum for Body of Dr. Sun Yat‑sen 
Is Won by Shanghai Architect” (The China Weekly Review 1925). Finally, the roof was 
not built in bronze, as stated by the press, or in copper, as designed by the architect, 
but in blue tiles to limit material costs (Wagner 2011, 248). 



Figure 4 Plan of the Sun Yat‑sen Mausoleum and Park, Nanjing. Lü Yanzhi (1925). Yao Qian and Gu Bing,  
Sun Yat‑sen Mausoleum, 80, quoted in Wagner 2017 
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According to Lai Delin, “the mausoleum should express a Chinese 
identity in addition to permanence and public character, two charac‑
teristics that were associated with architecture of the West and thus 
stood for modernity” (2005, 25).10 The character of Sun Yat‑sen’s dis‑
tinctive revolutionary politics, which aimed to preserve Chinese iden‑
tity by the appropriation of Western knowledge, had to be displayed by 
a monument aspiring to an international culture: a monument which 
broke with the past in its form and materiality. The shape of the en‑
ceinte walls was designed to form the silhouette of a bell, visible only 
from above, which was symbolically associated with the awakening 
of China. But despite the desired rupture with the imperial past, the 
mausoleum still used some of the conceptual framework from which it 
sought to break. In fact, the choice of the location was made based on 
geomancy: facing south like any imperial building (Wagner 2011, 236, 
239). Nevertheless, the choice – made by Sun himself – to be buried 
next to the Ming tomb in Nanjing was a sign of rupture with Qing rule 
and at the same time, a reconnection with the Han ruling tradition.

As explained in the introduction, these elements of tradition are 
understood as forms of Chinese cultural nationalism legitimating 
the revolutionary act represented by the figure of Sun Yat‑sen. They 
interpret the Xinhai Revolution and the establishment of the new 
Republic as restoring to the Chinese people the power to rule the 
Chinese nation, in the form of the new nation‑state. The modernity 
symbolised by the mausoleum, then, is embedded in a rupture with 
the imperial past in general, which opens a path to break the shack‑
les of foreign imperialism. Moreover, commentary on the links with 
the Song and Ming traditions in the contemporary press can be seen 
as references to a time of national unity and Han leadership of the 
Chinese nation (The China Weekly Review 1925).

Wydra (2012) has argued, in the Soviet context, that to understand 
symbolisation as rites of passage and constructions of origins and 
ends, we must understand the creativity of political symbolism. In 
the process of constructing modern Chinese nationhood and identity, 
Sun’s mausoleum is the epitome of such creativity. In the mausoleum 
we find the architectural representation of a changing Chinese ideol‑
ogy which nevertheless derives much of its legitimacy from the past. 
The iconography and architecture reveal signs of authority (Shirva‑
ni 2018) and transition from the past to modernity: thus the past is 
an essential element of the modernising process.

The symbolism of Sun’s mausoleum is complex and multi‑layered. 
In this analysis, I distinguish between the mausoleum as an edifice 

10 On how the committee designed the competition, made the selection, and scruti‑
nised the ways in which the proposed projects for the mausoleum embedded Sun’s po‑
litical doctrine in the final planning, see Lai 2005, 24‑38.
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and the mausoleum as Sun’s burial place. The mausoleum as an ed‑
ifice was built in an area adjacent to, but at a higher altitude than, 
the Ming mausoleum on the Purple Hills of Nanjing. The choice of 
location may be seen as an indexical sign pointing to the legitimacy 
of Sun Yat‑sen as ruler of China. The design and outline of the mau‑
soleum, with its three ramps of stairs symbolising the Three Princi‑
ples of the People and the enceinte in a bell shape representing the 
awakening of China, have a symbolic status. As Sun’s burial place, 
the mausoleum communicates many additional semiotic meanings: 
first, Sun’s sculptured figure lying in state on the tomb lid is clear‑
ly an iconic sign which transmits meaning through the resemblance 
between the sculpture and Sun.11 Secondly, regulations since Sun’s 
interment have prevented the construction of other tombs nearby, 
protecting the sacredness of the place, and highlighting again the 
indexical character of the tomb’s proximity to the burial place of the 
Ming; and finally, the funeral procession for the transfer of Sun’s 
body from Beijing to Nanjing in 1929 assumed a symbolic status, the 
train journey demonstrating the modernisation that Sun had initi‑
ated and the stops along the way allowing the Chinese to pay hom‑
age to the ‘Father of the Nation’ were a display of the national uni‑
ty achieved thanks to the success of the Northern Expedition led by 
Chiang Kai‑shek, but planned by the late Sun Yat‑sen. Sun’s mauso‑
leum remains an important symbol of Chinese national unity: when‑
ever representatives of the PRC and Taiwan governments meet offi‑
cially, they begin proceedings by a joint visit to Sun’s tomb.

Finally, the mausoleum is also a symbolic sign transmitting Sun’s leg‑
acy to future generations, because it honours his memory and remains 
a place of visitation for those still wishing to offer their respect to Sun.

5 Semiotics: Sun’s Communication Strategy  
and Chinese Modernisation

Hitherto, the essay has focussed individually on the semiotic analysis 
of Sun’s portrait, Sun’s suit, and Sun’s mausoleum. Here, I focus on 
the syntactic analysis of Sun’s symbols to understand how Sun and 
his followers used them to legitimate his formal authority, and how 
his supporters used them after his death. As Cerulo explains (1993, 
244‑5, 248‑9), the syntactic structure of a symbol consists of the re‑
lation between each symbol’s parts and represents a communication 

11 Sun’s tomb had been originally planned to be like Lenin’s, a casket of silver with 
a crystal lid, but the one sent by the USSR was not air‑tight and moreover, was made 
of tin with a glass lid. The solution was to substitute it with a stone sarcophagus sur‑
mounted by a sculpted figure of Sun (Wagner 2011, 235).
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strategy. Therefore, the selection of a symbol, which conveys the na‑
tional identity, can be scrutinised against the process of modernisa‑
tion and the position of the country within the world‑system. Since 
both modernisation and membership in the world‑system have con‑
sequences for cultural and economic development, and the process of 
political modernisation is vital to a country’s development, we should 
ask how the modernisation and location within the world‑system af‑
fect the symbol’s syntactic structure.

As the communication strategy aims to convey national identity, 
Cerulo explains (1993, 244) that there are many variations to be tak‑
en into account, from those with a minimal impact, such as nation‑
al colonial influence, geographical position and creative style of the 
symbol according to the period of adoption, to those with a higher im‑
pact, such as wars, revolutions, independence movements or chang‑
es in forms of government, to those of the highest impact such as the 
modernisation process and position in the world‑system which signif‑
icantly affect the economic development of a country.

On the basis that the adoption of a symbol and its inherent commu‑
nication strategy serves as a tool of legitimacy and conveys nation‑
al identity, we may conclude that only Sun’s portrait adopted a ba‑
sic syntactic structure, while Sun’s suit and the mausoleum adopted 
an embellished syntactic structure. In fact, Sun’s photograph follows 
the most common standard for a portrait of an institutional figure, a 
half‑bust portrait from the front, dressed in a manner denoting his role 
as the new Republican President, a revolutionary and a political lead‑
er. It fits perfectly among portraits of other nations’ leaders and serves 
as a national symbol of modern China in a well regulated area. Sun’s 
portrait as the successful leader of the revolution that brought down 
the Chinese empire has a basic syntactic structure, which corresponds 
to a high level of internal command, as Sun assumed the role of Pro‑
visional President of the Republic of China. It stands as symbol of the 
political modernisation process that consolidated under the leadership 
of a single, centrally organised government led by Sun.

Sun’s suit, on the other hand, has a complex syntactic structure 
with the buttons on the cuffs and on the front, as well as the front 
pockets, each making specific references to elements of Nationalist 
ideology and governance. The same is true of the mausoleum with 
its ramps of stairs, enceinte walls, decorative elements, sculptures 
etc. The embellished syntax of the symbols is a demanding commu‑
nication strategy (Cerulo 1993, 245, 265‑6), which aims to include in‑
to its structure as many elements or elaborations as necessary and 
represents the comparatively low level of domestic control common‑
ly experienced by national leaders of “semi‑peripheral nations”, who 
uses “information‑laden representations of national identity [...] to 
compensate for the weak implantation of power” (251). Cerulo sug‑
gests that the embellished syntactic structure of “symbols is adopt‑
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ed in heterogenous or factionalized social settings” (250) such as was 
China in the Republican period. 

Following this semiotic analysis, both semantic and syntactic, we 
can claim that all symbols associated with Sun represent steps to‑
wards modernisation in China. Sun’s portrait, with its basic symbolic 
syntax, communicates Sun’s impact as a revolutionary leader on the 
political modernisation. Sun’s suit and mausoleum, conversely, with 
their complex symbolic syntaxes, communicate the imprint that they 
wish to achieve on modernisation processes within China. 

So far, we have approached these signs largely from the perspec‑
tives of those creating them. Their meanings, however, also depend 
upon the ways that they are received by their audience. Since their 
dissemination, Sun’s symbols have been widely accepted as emblems 
of Chinese modernity within China. Foreign audiences have respond‑
ed differently, however, either showing little interest, perhaps be‑
cause they were not the targets of the communication strategy, as 
in the case of Sun’s suit, or assuming a questioning stance, as in the 
case of Sun’s mausoleum. This discrepancy between Chinese and for‑
eign view offers an opportunity to assess the communication strate‑
gy in relation to the world‑system. 

The communication strategy of indexing the greatness of Sun 
Yat‑sen as a symbol of Chinese modernity appears to have been high‑
ly effective in regard to Chinese people, whether in the People’s Re‑
public of China or Taiwan. A letter to the editor of The China Weekly 
Review entitled “An Objection to Views, on the Late Dr. Sun Yat‑Sen 
(The China Weekly Review 1929) suggests that it was less effective 
in relations to other audiences. The letter‑writer called on the editor 
to account for his decision to publish two supposedly “very ill writ‑
ten articles” by foreigners, “The Sun Yat‑sen that China Worships” 
by Upton Close (1929), and “Why Sun Yat‑Sen Rules Even in Death” 
by Count Carlo Sforza (1929). According to the complainant, the ar‑
ticles were “misleading and the content but full of cynicism”. The 
writer went on to assert that the articles “injure the life and work 
of a really great man, at least in the history of 400,000,000 people, 
and their unjustifiable cynicism can only reflect upon their honor and 
reputation”. The complaint to the editor highlights a discrepancy be‑
tween national and international perceptions of Sun Yat‑sen after his 
death. Whilst the embellished syntactic structure of the communica‑
tion strategy adopted for Sun’s burial ceremony and the engraving of 
his casket in the mausoleum appeared to be effective in establishing 
his greatness for Chinese, this was not the case with foreigners. The 
‘lionisation’ of Sun did not lead to China being instated among the 
core nations of the world‑system as Chinese modernisers had hoped, 
yet it disclosed the rupture with the past and an ongoing modernisa‑
tion process that was recognised abroad but was considered embry‑
onic and far from fully accomplished.

Aglaia De Angeli
Sun Yat-sen: A Life Beyond Symbols. A Semiotic Approach to Modernity



Aglaia De Angeli
Sun Yat-sen: A Life Beyond Symbols. A Semiotic Approach to Modernity

Sinica venetiana 10 93
The Historian’s Gaze, 77‑96

6 Conclusions

From the Xinhai Revolution onward, Sun Yat‑sen assumed the role of 
unifier of the Chinese nation. His death made him part of its ‘mythol‑
ogy’. Both Nationalist and Communist parties “made equal use of Sun 
Yat‑sen, presenting him as a symbol of revolution, national emanci‑
pation, modernism, and socialism. [...] The facts were adapted to the 
demands of ideology and propaganda. And when, as Lenin had put 
it ‘those facts proved too intractable, they were simply swept out of 
sight’” (Bergère 1998, 408).

The three emblems of Sun’s legacy presented above all refer to the 
modern Chinese nation. First, Sun’s photographic portrait as the first 
Provisional President of the Republic of China stands for the success 
of the Republican cause, while Sun’s portrayal in his role as Director 
General of the National Railways is a symbol of his political aspiration 
to modernise China. These two photographs may be seen as icons, 
in that they represent Sun through resemblance to his appearance.

Secondly, the suit style that Sun created and that was given his 
name is a symbol of his power and was appropriated by those seek‑
ing to legitimate their own political positions by claiming his legacy. 
This was true of both Chiang Kai‑shek and Mao Zedong in the 1940s, 
but in more recent times we have also seen Hu Jintao and Xi Jinping 
wearing it on the national day. In these contexts, the suit can be seen 
as an indexical sign pointing directly to Sun Yat‑sen.

Finally, the mausoleum represents Sun’s legacy to the Chinese 
people, and shows how in the early years of the Republic, architects 
sought to express the new Republican ideals, support the cause of 
modernisation, and represent a new Chinese identity in an interna‑
tional arena. The mausoleum is a multi‑layered symbol which associ‑
ates Sun Yat‑sen with the modern Chinese nation he sought to create.

We may conclude that all three forms of sign identified by Pei‑
rce, icon, index, and symbol, have been deployed to memorialise Sun 
Yat‑sen and harness his memory to various political agendas in Chi‑
na after his death.



Sinica venetiana 10 94
The Historian’s Gaze, 77‑96

Bibliography

Anderson, P. (2021). Sun Yat‑sen, Robert Wilcox and Their Failed Revolutions, Hon‑
olulu and Canton 1895: Dynamite on the Tropic of Cancer. New York: Routledge. 

Bergère, M.‑C. (1998). Sun Yat‑Sen. Transl. by J. Lloyd. Stanford: Stanford Uni‑
versity Press.

Boklund‑Lagopoulou, K.; Lagopoulos, A.P. (2021). Theory and Methodology of 
Semiotics: The Tradition of Ferdinand de Saussure. Berlin: De Gruyter. 

Bouissac, P. (2010). Saussure: A Guide for the Perplexed. London; New York: 
Continuum.

Brophy, D. (2012). “Five Races, One Parliament? Xinhai in Xinjiang and the Prob‑
lem of Minority Representation in the Chinese Republic”. Inner Asia, 14(2), 
343‑463. 

Cadot, C. (2010). “Can Museums Help Build a European Memory? The Exam‑
ple of the ‘Musée de l’Europe’ in Brussels in the Light of ‘New World’ Mu‑
seums’ Experience”. International Journal of Politics, Culture, and Society, 
23(2/3), 127‑36. 

Cerulo, K.A. (1993). “Symbols and the World System: National Anthems and 
Flags”. Sociological Forum, 8(2), 243‑71. https://www.jstor.org/ 
stable/684637.

Cheng, C. (ed.) (1989). Sun Yat‑Sen’s Doctrine in the Modern World. New York: 
Taylor & Francis Group.

The China Press (1929). “Remains of Sun Yat‑Sen to Start Journey South from 
Peiping on May 27”. The China Press, 25 May.

The China Weekly Review (1925). “Prize Winning Design of Mausoleum for Body 
of Dr. Sun Yat‑Sen Is Won by Shanghai Architect”. The China Weekly Review, 
3 October.

The China Weekly Review (1929). “An Objection to Views, on the Late Dr. Sun 
Yat‑Sen”. The China Weekly Review, 1 June. 

Chinese Cultural Association (1965). A Pictorial Biography of Dr. Sun Yat‑Sen.
Hong Kong: Ertiantang yinwu youxian gongsi.

Close, U. (1929). “The Sun Yat‑sen that China Worships”. The China Weekly Re‑
view, 25 May.

Dingle, E.J. (1912). China’s Revolution, 1911 to 1912: A Historical and Political Re‑
cord of the Civil War. London: T. Fisher Unwin.

Domes, J. (1989). “China’s Modernization and Doctrine of Democracy”. Cheng, 
C. et al. (eds), Sun Yat‑sen’s Doctrine in the Modern World. Boulder: West‑
view, 201‑24.

Duara, P. (1995). Rescuing History from the Nation: Questioning Narratives of 
Modern China. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 

Edmonds, R.L. (1987). “The Legacy of Sun Yat‑Sen’s Railway Plans”. The China 
Quarterly, 111, 421‑43. 

Finnane, A. (2008). Changing Clothes in China: Fashion, History, Nation. New 
York: Columbia University Press. 

Giddens, A. (1990). The Consequences of Modernity. Stanford: Stanford Uni‑
versity Press.

Gordon, D.B. (2010). Sun Yat‑sen: Seeking a Newer China. Upper Saddle Riv‑
er: Prentice Hall.

Hahn, E. (1941). The Soong Sisters. New York: Doubleday, Doran & Co.
Harrison, H. (2000). The Making of the Republican Citizen: Political Ceremonies 

and Symbols in China 1911‑1929. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Aglaia De Angeli
Sun Yat-sen: A Life Beyond Symbols. A Semiotic Approach to Modernity



Aglaia De Angeli
Sun Yat-sen: A Life Beyond Symbols. A Semiotic Approach to Modernity

Sinica venetiana 10 95
The Historian’s Gaze, 77‑96

Howard, H.P. (1929). “China Pays Homage to Sun Yat‑Sen in Great Burial Cere‑
mony”. North China Herald, 8 June.

Lai, D. (2005). “Searching for a Modern Chinese Monument: The Design of the 
Sun Yat‑Sen Mausoleum in Nanjing”. Journal of the Society of Architectural 
Historians, 64(1), 22‑55. https://doi.org/10.2307/25068123.

Lee, L.; Lee, H. (eds) (2015). Sun Yat‑Sen, Nanyang and the 1911 Revolution. Sin‑
gapore: Institute of Southeast Asian Studies. 

Lu, H. (1999). Beyond the Neon Lights: Everyday Shanghai in the Early Twentieth 
Century. Stanford: University of California Press. 

Lu, H. (2010). The Birth of a Republic: Francis Stafford’s Photographs of China’s 
1911 Revolution and Beyond. Washington: University of Washington Press.

Lum, Y.M.; Lum, R.M.K. (1999). Sun Yat‑Sen in Hawaii: Activities and Support‑
ers. Honolulu: Hawaii Chinese History Center. http://sunYat‑senha‑
waii.org/wp‑content/uploads/2017/11/Ebook_Sun_Yat_sen_
English‑ss.pdf.

McCormick, F. (1913). The Flowery Republic. London: John Murray.
North China Herald (1926). “The Mausoleum for Dr. Sun Yat‑Sen: Designs Ad‑

judicated Upon: Prize of $2,500 Won by Local Man”. North China Herald, 
26 September.

North China Herald (1929). “Remains of Dr. Sun Yat‑Sen”. North China Herald, 
26 January.

Nöth, W. (1995). Handbook of Semiotics. Bloomington: Indiana University Press. 
Parmentier, R.J. (2015). “Representation, Symbol, and Semiosis: Signs of a 

Scholarly Collaboration”. Signs and Society, 3(1), 1‑7. https://doi.
org/10.1086/680470.

Saussure, F. de (2002). Écrits de linguistique générale. Édité par S. Bouquet; R. 
Engler. Paris: Gallimard. 

Schiffrin, H. (1970). Sun Yat‑Sen and the Origins of the Chinese Revolution. Berke‑
ley: University of California Press. 

Sforza, C. (1929). “Why Sun Yat‑Sen Rules Even in Death”. The China Weekly Re‑
view, 25 May.

Shirvani, S. (2018). “Making Histories of ‘Sacred’ Mausoleums”. Traditional 
Dwellings and Settlements Review, 29(2), 55‑71. https://www.jstor.
org/stable/26877323.

Sun, J. (2021). Revisiting China’s Modernity: Ethnicity, Religion, and Nation. New 
York: Peter Lang. 

Thellefsen, T.; Sørensen, B. (2014). Charles Sanders Peirce in His Own Words: 100 
Years of Semiotics, Communication and Cognition. Vol. 14, Semiotics, Com‑
munication and Cognition. Boston: Mouton; Berlin: De Gruyter. https://
doi.org/10.1515/9781614516415.

Tjio, K. (2017). The Unfinished Revolution: Sun Yat‑Sen and the Struggle for Mod‑
ern China. Singapore: Marshall Cavendish Editions. 

Wagner, R. (2011). “Ritual, Architecture, Politics, and Publicity During the Re‑
public: Enshrining Sun Yat‑Sen”. Cody, J.; Steinhardt, N.; Atkin, T. (eds), Chi‑
nese Architecture and the Beaux‑Arts. Hong Kong: Hong Kong University 
Press, 236‑78. 

Wagner, R. (2017). “Nanjing: 1925‑1928: Enshrining the Father of the Republic”. 
China Heritage Annual. https://chinaheritage.net/annual/2017/
republic/tombs‑and‑palaces/enshrining‑sun‑yat‑sen.

Wells, A. (2001). The Political Thought of Sun Yat‑Sen: Development and Impact. 
London: Palgrave Macmillan.



Sinica venetiana 10 96
The Historian’s Gaze, 77‑96

Williams, R. [1976] (1988). Keywords: A Vocabulary of Culture and Society. Lon‑
don: Fontana.

Wong, J.Y. (1986). The Origins of an Heroic Image: Sun Yat‑Sen in London, 
1896‑1897. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Wydra, H. (2012). “The Power of Symbols: Communism and Beyond”. Interna‑
tionals Journal of Politics, Culture, and Society, 25(1/2), 49‑69. https://
www.jstor.org/stable/23279944.

Yeh, W. (2000). Becoming Chinese: Passages to Modernity and Beyond. Stanford: 
University of California Press.

Zarrow, P. (2006). Creating Chinese Modernity: Knowledge and Everyday Life, 
1900‑1940. New York: Peter Lang.

Aglaia De Angeli
Sun Yat-sen: A Life Beyond Symbols. A Semiotic Approach to Modernity



Sinica venetiana 10 
e‑ISSN 2610‑9042 | ISSN 2610‑9654
ISBN [ebook] 978‑88‑6969‑723‑4 | ISBN [print] 978‑88‑6969‑724‑1

Peer review | Open access 97
Submitted 2022‑07‑26 | Accepted 2022‑09‑17 | Published 2023‑10‑11 
© 2023 Revelant | cb 4.0
DOI 10.30687/978-88-6969-723-4/006 

The Historian’s Gaze
Essays on Modern and Contemporary China  
in Honour of Guido Samarani
edited by Laura De Giorgi and Sofia Graziani 

Edizioni
Ca’Foscari

Gauging the Tide:  
the Rise of Nationalist China  
in Japan’s Leading Newspapers, 
1928‑29
Andrea Revelant
Università Ca’ Foscari Venezia, Italia

Abstract The capture of Beijing by Nationalist forces in June 1928 marked the beginning 
of a new phase in Sino‑Japanese relations, as political developments in China impacted 
on issues such as treaty revision and Japan’s interests in the Northeast. Although negotia‑
tions did not bring a solution to those fundamental questions, there was some diplomatic 
progress that, one year later, led to Tokyo’s recognition of the Nanjing government. How 
did the Japanese press respond to this process? To provide a baseline for broader sur‑
veys, this essay compares the stances of the two largest newspapers, considering their 
assessment of both domestic and foreign factors. The analysis shows that the Asahi and 
the Mainichi differed to a significant degree in their respective interpretations of the facts.

Keywords Asahi. Mainichi. Nanjing government. Tanaka cabinet. Manchuria. Unequal 
treaties. Jinan incident. Huanggutun incident.

Summary 1 Introduction. – 2 Early Reactions to the Nationalist Victory. – 3 On 
Nationalist China. – 4 On Japan’s China Policy. – 5 On the Opposition and the Great 
Powers. – 6 On Manchuria. – 7 Conclusions.

1 Introduction

Discourse and narratives in the mass media are an essential aspect 
of international politics. Yet most research on Sino‑Japanese rela‑
tions in the early years of Nationalist rule – that is, before the Man‑
churian incident – has treated press sources in a sporadic fashion, fo‑
cussing instead on official documents. As a result, it is still difficult 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/deed.en
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to appreciate the interplay between institutional actors and public 
opinion in that period. The present essay aims to partly fill this gap 
through a comparative analysis of all the editorials on China pub‑
lished in Japan’s two largest newspapers, the Ōsaka Asahi shinbun 
and Ōsaka Mainichi shinbun (hereafter Asahi and Mainichi), over the 
span of 13 months, from June 1928 to June 1929. The period exam‑
ined goes from the conclusion of the Northern Expedition to the fall 
of the Tanaka Giichi cabinet (in office from 20 April 1927 to 2 July 
1929), encompassing a number of events that significantly affected 
the relations between the two countries [tab. 1]. The range is broad 
enough to allow us to grasp how writers addressed bilateral issues, 
as the progress of Chinese reunification under the Nationalist Par‑
ty was putting more and more pressure on Japanese diplomacy to 
search for viable solutions.1

At that time, Japan had a highly developed newspaper market, 
which rested on mass literacy and fierce competition between com‑
mercial media companies. Policy debates in the press were quite free, 
as government censorship chiefly targeted those views that called 
the foundations of state authority into question, such as pro‑Com‑
munist arguments.2 Since the Meiji period (1868‑1912), newspapers 
had been playing an important role in the construction of the mod‑
ern Japanese nation as an ‘imagined community’. Public opinion on 
foreign affairs and national interests, as conveyed through the main‑
stream media, was a force that policy‑makers could not ignore. This 
is especially true for the 1920s, when the two main political parties 
ruled alternatively.3

A draft of this article was discussed in May 2022 at the 16th Conference of the Nordic 
Association for the Study of Contemporary Japanese Society (NAJS). I am grateful to 
each participant, especially the two discussants Andrea Germer and Dick Stegewer‑
ns. I also wish to express my thanks for the comments I received at the 6th meeting of 
the Kindai Nihon media kenkyūkai and at the 2nd meeting of the Nihon seiji gaikōshi 
kenkyūkai (Kyoto University), both held in August 2022.

1 On Japan’s China policy under the Tanaka cabinet, see Usui 1971, 61‑204; Iriye 1973, 
163‑253; Usui 1998, 1‑17; Hattori 2001, 191‑251; Satō 2009; Kitano 2017.
2 On the expansion of press readership, see Yamamoto 1981; Huffman 1997; Ariyama 
2009. For a comprehensive treatment of government‑press relations in the imperial 
era, see Kasza 1988; Sasaki 2013.
3 On domestic politics in Japan at the time of the Tanaka cabinet, see Murai 2014, 21‑88.
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Table 1 Timeline of main events

China’s relations with Japan  
and the other powers China’s domestic situation

1928

5.3‑11 Jinan incident. Japanese occupation continues until 
May 1929.

5.18 Tanaka cabinet’s warning to the Northern and 
Southern governments. 6.4 Huanggutun incident (6.21 Zhang Zuolin’s death 

confirmed officially).

6.8 The Nationalist Revolutionary Army enters Beijing.

7.3
Zhang Xueliang takes office as new leader of the Three 
Eastern Provinces. Negotiations with the Nationalists 
follow.

7.7 Nanjing government’s statement on abrogation of 
the unequal treaties.

7.18‑8.2 First round of official negotiations with Japan.

7.19 Nanjing notifies Japan the expiration of the bilateral 
trade treaty (7.20).

8.9 UK‑China agreement on the Nanjing incident of 
March 1927. 8.1‑15 5th Plenum of the Nationalist Party Central Executive 

Committee in Nanjing. 

7.25 US‑China treaty on tariffs. 8.12 Under Japanese pressure, Zhang declares talks with 
Nanjing suspended.

10.10
Inauguration of the reorganised Nationalist 
government in Nanjing, with Chiang Kai‑shek as 
president.

10.19‑26 Second round of negotiations with Japan.

11.3 US officially recognises the Nationalist government.

12.19 UK‑China treaty on tariffs.

12.20, 22 UK and France officially recognise the Nationalist 
government.

12.22 Northeast forces seize from the Soviets the CER 
telecom HQ in Harbin. 12.29 Zhang raises the Nationalist flag in the Northeast.

1929

1.25,
3.28 Third round of negotiations with Japan. 1.10 Zhang has his rivals Yang Yuting and Chang Yinhuai ex‑

ecuted.

1.19 China‑Japan agreement on tariffs 
(ratified by Japan 1.30). 1.17 Resolution of the demobilisation conference in Nanjing

3.28 China‑Japan agreement on the Jinan incident (decided 
3.24). 3.15‑28

3rd National Congress of the Nationalist Party in Nan‑
jing. Guangxi clique’s opposition to the central govern‑
ment escalates into rebellion.

4.5 Nanjing’s army captures Wuhan

5.2 China‑Japan agreement on the Nanjing and Hankou 
incidents of March‑April 1927 (laid out 4.14, 4.16).

5.15 Feng Yuxiang joins the rebellion against Chiang Kai‑shek, 
but some of his commanders switch sides.

5.27 Chinese police raids the Soviet consulate in Harbin. 5.27 Feng Yuxiang announces his retirement.

6.3 Japan recognises the Nationalist government (prean‑
nounced 5.21). 6.1 Reinterment ceremony for Sun Yat‑sen in Nanjing.



Sinica venetiana 10 100
The Historian’s Gaze, 97‑124

The findings presented here complement previous studies on press 
coverage of the Northern Expedition (Revelant 2017; 2018), the Jinan 
and Huanggutun incidents (Tamai Kiyoshi kenkyūkai 2015; 2009), and 
the later Central Plains War (Shimada 2013). They also integrate a se‑
lective review of China‑related editorials from the Asahi (Gotō 1987), 
extending from 1911 to 1931, and research on individual journalists 
and columnists (Fujimura 2013, 160‑214; Masuda 2017, 99‑110; Shima‑
da 2017; 2018), as well as on the liberal economic magazine Tōyō keizai 
shinpō (Eguchi 1973, 355‑70). Taken together, these works illustrate 
the diversity of political views that were circulating in Japan in those 
years. They also indicate, however, that the army could effectively 
use its power to grant or deny access to sensitive information, so as 
to manipulate news and avoid claiming responsibility for its actions.

Specifically, Gotō has noted that the Asahi adopted a sympathetic 
tone towards the Nationalist Party as its armies rolled through South‑
ern China (1987, 249‑53), and maintained it consistently through the 
following years (for the period discussed here, cf. 296‑311).4 Shimada 
(2013) has found that this approach contrasted with the turn against 
the Nanjing government that the Mainichi took during the civil war of 
1930. Revelant (2017) has observed that over the course of 1927‑28 the 
Tōkyō Asahi shinbun gradually came to share the stance of its senior 
partner in Osaka, while the Mainichi maintained a chiefly pessimistic 
view of developments on the continent. This leads to the hypothesis, to 
be verified here, that – contingent reasons aside – the Mainichi’s hos‑
tile turn in 1930 may have stemmed from a longer process of critical 
appraisal, which culminated in a negative view of Chiang Kai‑shek’s 
regime. The other two surveys, conducted by teams of students under 
the supervision of Tamai Kiyoshi, have targeted a broader sample of 
newspapers and magazines. Although they do provide a wealth of ev‑
idence and an assessment of certain trends, their analysis conflates 
different kinds of articles, from editorial comments to correspond‑
ents’ reports, interviews and occasional contributions by other writers.

To lay a solid foundation for future surveys, the method adopted 
here will be to restrict the discussion to editorials, which defined the 
newspaper’s line, as distinct from individual opinions. Hence, these 
articles were always unsigned.5 We shall consider only the Asahi and 

4 Dates in italics appear further in the text to mark those articles that Gotō has cited 
in his volume. There was a consonance of views between the Asahi and Yoshino Sakuzō 
(1878‑1933), the liberal political scientist and columnist whose thought is the object of 
the above‑cited study by Fujimura.
5 A notable exception is the Tokyo‑based Kokumin shinbun, which relied on some 
well‑known authors to attract readers. The staff members forming the board in charge 
of editorials at the Asahi and Mainichi were listed annually in Japan’s main newspaper 
yearbook (Nihon shinbun nenkan 1921‑40. On the period discussed here, see the vol‑
ume for 1929, part 3: 139, 143). Gotō (1987) has identified the author of most editori‑
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Mainichi, because they can serve as a benchmark for broader press 
surveys. Standing out from their competitors in Western Japan, they 
ranked at the top on the overall national market. The two newspapers 
that ranked immediately below them in terms of circulation were 
their partners in the respective publishing groups, namely the Tōkyō 
Asahi shinbun and Tōkyō Nichinichi shinbun. Compared to Osaka, Ja‑
pan’s capital was home to a larger number of second and third‑tier 
newspapers, resulting in smaller market shares for the big ones.6 
Both Asahi and Mainichi were commercial enterprises that operat‑
ed independently from the government and political parties. While 
scholars usually acknowledge the former as representative of inter‑
war liberal thought in the urban milieu, research has not yet clar‑
ified the character of the latter. Over the course of the period sur‑
veyed here, the Asahi featured 65 editorials on China, while those in 
the Mainichi numbered 72. Among the latter, 13 were also published 
in the exact same form in the Tōkyō Nichinichi (see Bibliography).

2 Early Reactions to the Nationalist Victory

In the Mainichi, the conclusion of the Northern Expedition spurred 
security concerns, which went hand in hand with a rather cold at‑
titude towards the Nationalists (6.1; 6.4; 6.9; 6.12; 6.20; 6.23; 7.10). 
Concerning both the party and its military forces, the editorialist 
regretted that “we can’t place sufficient trust in them”. He noted 
that behind slogans such as “smash the unequal treaties” lay an ar‑
my “filled with a plundering spirit” that would not “gladly respect 
Japan’s legitimate rights”. Therefore, Japan should be temporarily 
allowed to “protect [those rights] by itself”. The writer approved the 
warning that the Tanaka cabinet had delivered to the Beijing and 
Nanjing governments in May to prevent the spread of civil war in 
Manchuria (6.1). He further urged the cabinet to arrange adequate 

als on China as Kamio Shigeru, who also served as Head of the China desk in the pe‑
riod examined here. Sawamura Yukio, Head of the China desk at the Mainichi, was an 
editorial board member as well.
6 The most detailed survey concerning the daily circulation of newspapers for the 
early Shōwa era (1926‑45) is provided by a collection of police reports for November 
1927 addressed to the Police Affairs Bureau of the Home Ministry (Keiho kyoku 1979). 
According to this source (7, 28), at the end of the month the Asahi issued 1,260,596 
copies and the Mainichi 1,166,432, while the Tōkyō Asahi and Tōkyō Nichinichi printed 
about 400 and 450,000 copies, respectively. Company data (Asahi shinbun 1979, tab. 
“Asahi shinbun sōkan irai no busū no suii [Changes in the Number of Copies of the Asa‑
hi Shinbun Since Its Founding]”, unnumbered page after 621; Mainichi shinbun 2002, 
vol. Bekkan, 97) do not allow a precise comparison, because they refer to different sea‑
sons: for the Asahi, the figures are 922,900 in 1928 and 966,400 in 1929, as of 20 May; 
for the Mainichi, they are 1,370,291 in 1928 and 1,503,589 in 1929, as of 1 January (typ‑
ically the day with highest sales).
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defences in the Beijing‑Tianjin area together with the other pow‑
ers, as provided for by the treaties (6.4). In his view, one could fore‑
see that the likely formation of a coalition government under Chi‑
ang Kai‑shek, Feng Yu xiang and Yan Xishan would not lead to “the 
great goal of peace and unity”, but rather “produce a completely 
opposite phenomenon” (6.4). In the long run, it was still uncertain 
whether the alliance between factional leaders in the Nationalist 
camp would hold (6.9) and pave the way to demobilisation, which 
was not an easy task anyway (7.10).

Although the Nationalists did not advance beyond the Great Wall, 
the situation in Manchuria following the assassination of Zhang Zuo‑
lin warranted special attention. It was too early to tell whether his 
son and successor would be able to

protect the territory and bring peace to the people in the Three 
Eastern provinces, as well as resist the rising power of the South, 
and entertain amicable relations with Japan and Russia. (6.20)

The editorialist pointed out that the Marshal had “met a tragic fate” 
because, carried away by his ambition to control the national gov‑
ernment, “he had forgotten about the geographical and political re‑
lations” between his home region and neighbouring countries (6.20). 
These remarks suggest that the Mainichi favoured the preservation 
of an autonomous regime in the Northeast. However, once it became 
clear that Zhang Xueliang was negotiating with the Nationalists, the 
commentator conceded that a political deal was desirable to avoid the 
resumption of warfare (7.10). He disapproved of Tanaka’s attempt to 
forestall a North‑South agreement by putting pressure on Zhang, and 
regarded it as counterproductive. More broadly, he expressed “ex‑
treme concern” about the hard‑line turn of the cabinet’s China poli‑
cy, and advised “deep reconsideration” on the matter (7.25).

The Asahi held a more positive view of the Nationalists’ success‑
ful thrust into the North. Dismissing security concerns, it greeted 
the capture of Beijing as “a pivotal event in the history of the Chi‑
nese Revolution”, and expressed a confident expectation that South‑
ern authorities would lead the construction of an orderly country with 
the support of foreign powers. The new phase should include a shift 
“from clash to accord” in Nanjing’s diplomacy (6.9). In the author’s 
opinion, there were encouraging signs about the factional leaders’ 
willingness to set aside their rivalries (6.14a; 6.28). Regarding Man‑
churia, the Asahi too opposed attempts to prevent a North‑South deal 
(7.6). Differently from the Mainichi, however, it advocated a bold revi‑
sion of Japan’s continental policy. While the Northern Expedition was 
still in progress, the newspaper had advised Tokyo to engage the Na‑
tionalists and settle the question of Japanese interests in Manchuria 
with them, rather than Zhang (4.12; 5.20). After Zuolin’s death, the 
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editorialist recommended that the cabinet “avoid becoming trapped 
in past karma” (6.14b), and act instead as “a bridge” to facilitate a 
“new relationship between the South and the Three Eastern provinc‑
es” (7.6). To further its own interests, Japan should discard the cur‑
rent defensive posture that ignored the South, and “get closer to the 
force that has the greatest say over stability” in the Northeast (7.6).

3 On Nationalist China

If, according to the Mainichi, Japan’s hardening meant that the mili‑
tary and the Premier’s entourage had prevailed over diplomats, the 
newspaper also put a share of the blame on the Nationalists, who had 
renewed their demand for the immediate abrogation of the unequal 
treaties (7.25). The Nationalists’ return to a militant posture, after a 
period of moderation following their breakup with the Communists in 
1927, was the object of repeated censure in the newspaper (7.16; 7.19; 
7.21; 7.25; 7.27; 8.8; 8.10; 8.18). What they had established in Nanjing 
was “clearly a xenophobic government, unreasonable and unlawful” 
(7.16). The editorialist observed that within the party there were “do‑
mestic reasons for its return to a childish approach” in foreign poli‑
cy matters (7.19). In other words, its leaders were currying popular 
favour through an aggressive foreign policy. With a financial meta‑
phor, the writer hinted at the legacy of Soviet coaching in the party:

The statement by Foreign Minister Wang [Zhengting] concerning 
the abrogation of the treaties is an attempt to settle in full – at for‑
eign countries’ expense – a bill that was issued as a slogan for do‑
mestic politics; that’s the way they do things in Soviet Russia. (7.27)

The advice to Chinese leaders, then, was to mend their ways and fol‑
low the lesson Japan could offer them:

[If] Japan has come to occupy an important position internation‑
ally as a first‑rank country, that is because, unlike the Chinese 
people of today, it was driven by ardent patriotism to pursue first 
the repletion of its national strength by striving for domestic im‑
provements. At the same time, when it comes to other countries, 
it has respected international justice and customs with prudence 
and good faith, thus building its path step by step. (8.8)

Regrettably, instead,

China has not given the least sign of self‑examination or gratitude; 
behaving outrageously, it has presented us with a great affront, 
the Nanjing incident. Moreover, [...] it has displayed an unlawful 
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attitude in its attempt to encroach on our established rights and 
interests. On top of that, domestically it is deceiving the people, 
while spreading false propaganda across the world; it is trying to 
bring Japan down by deceitful means. (8.18)

Consequently, the Mainichi supported Japan’s diplomacy in its refus‑
al to acknowledge Nanjing’s denunciation of the trade treaty, along 
with its offer to discuss a revision of it on the basis of the valid text 
(8.10). The ongoing boycotts of Japanese goods, and other protests in 
China, were occasionally the main topic of editorials, which exam‑
ined the problem from various angles (12.11; 12.15; 12.17; 1.16; 4.24; 
5.8). In the writer’s opinion, the anti‑Japanese movement had grown 
so much at the instigation of the Nationalist Party that it was beyond 
Nanjing’s means to stop it (10.25; 3.26). Indeed, he observed, radical 
groups (12.15), as well as the Guangxi clique (1.16), were fueling pro‑
tests to weaken Chiang Kai‑shek, who understood the danger posed 
by uncontrolled xenophobia (12.17). This notwithstanding, the author 
placed some trust in Nanjing’s ability to at least restrain the boycotts 
(4.24). He went as far as to demand effective action in that direction 
as a precondition for negotiating a treaty revision (6.25).

Comments on bilateral negotiations should be read in conjunction 
with those on the ability of the Nationalist Party and government 
to overcome factional strife (8.26; 10.5; 10.10; 12.27; 1.5; 1.16; 3.8; 
3.16; 3.21; 3.23; 4.9; 5.19; 5.26; 6.22). Until the latter part of the pe‑
riod under investigation, the Mainichi lamented that “there seems 
to be little reason for optimism”, as “there is in them no fixed view, 
either in terms of thought or politics, nor do they have any moral 
compass” (8.26).

The editorialist reproached more benevolent observers in Japan, 
stating that he had “kind of an odd feeling from the fact that some 
people constantly propagandise the successes of the Nanjing gov‑
ernment” (9.5).

The launching of a reorganised central administration in October 
did not lead to any marked improvement of such judgment because, 
according to the writer, the enduring rivalries within the party meant 
that no real progress had yet been achieved (10.5). If anything, from 
March 1929 or thereabouts, the break between Chiang Kai‑shek and 
the new Guangxi clique cast the Nationalist leadership in an even 
more negative light:

We are really appalled that the deeds of what is called the Nation‑
alist Party do not differ in the least from the old military cliques, 
which had neither ideals nor principles. (3.23)

Although Chiang soon forced his opponents to retreat from Wuhan, 
the editorialist objected that this was not enough to prevent armed 
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resistance from emerging again, as the political reasons for dis‑
sent were still in place (4.9). It seemed as though the “new military 
cliques” were heading towards the same kind of “feudalistic territo‑
rialism as the old military cliques” (5.19).7

After the rebels suffered several defections, however, the Main‑
ichi adopted a more optimistic tone, claiming that “small waves on a 
local scale and resistance by a minority of people are not enough to 
change the direction of the general trend” (5.26).

Although disturbances in China were inducing many Japanese to 
look at that country once again with a “derisive attitude”, it should 
not be forgotten that

peace and unity, like the two Rivers that flow eastward and pour 
into the sea, are the general trend in China. [...] By taking pleas‑
ure in the waves in vain, there is a risk of failing to see the essen‑
tial flow of the tide. (6.22)

Apparently, the consolidation of Chiang Kai‑shek’s power persuaded 
the Mainichi that it would be better to deal with his regime in a more 
constructive spirit. A concurrent factor in this reappraisal was the 
conclusion of Sino‑Japanese negotiations over past incidents, name‑
ly: those that had occurred in Nanjing and Hankou in March‑April 
1927, and the more serious military clash in Jinan. These agreements 
paved the way to the official recognition of Nanjing as the legitimate 
government of all China.8

The Asahi, instead, was steady in its support for the Nationalist 
government. The only departure from this stance occurred after 19 
July 1928, when Nanjing confirmed its intention to regard the trade 
treaty with Japan as expired. The editorialist, who had expected a 
moderate turn in Chinese foreign policy (7.12; 7.19), reacted to the 
announcement with a vigorous protest (7.21). Nevertheless, he was 
soon able to revert to a more cordial tone, as the government failed to 
translate its words into action. As bilateral negotiations were taking 
their tortuous course, the Asahi choose to devote only one editorial 
to the problem of trade boycotts. Moreover, when it touched on that 
issue it was to denounce Tanaka’s inept diplomacy, which had been 

7 Another derogatory opinion had been expressed in an earlier article by journalist 
Murata Shirō, an expert on Chinese affairs working for the Mainichi group: in his view, 
the Nationalist army and government were “nothing more than military cliques dis‑
guised under the name of the Three Principles of the People” (3.24).
8 Among the newspaper’s contributors, the only one who conveyed an optimistic view 
of China well in advance of the editorial turn was liberal essayist Hasegawa Nyozekan. 
In the final instalment of a long article (1.19), he predicted that under the Nationalist 
government China would use its vast resources to grow into a modern state, and be‑
come one day the United States of Asia.
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a cause of resentment among the Chinese (12.16; 1.9). The newspa‑
per also remained supportive of Chiang’s efforts to centralise pow‑
er and keep the radical Left outside the administration (9.25; 12.27; 
1.3; 2.28; 3.7; 3.14; 3.21; 4.7; 4.11; 5.3; 5.16; 5.23b; 5.30; 6.13; 6.29).9 
The failure of rebellions was invoked as proof that Nanjing was able 
to guarantee order in China (4.7). While factions such as that of Feng 
Yuxiang stood for “territorial allotment and feudalism”, the one led by 
Chiang, despite its defects, represented “unity and stability” (5.23b). 
Therefore, the Asahi welcomed Tokyo’s belated decision to recognise 
the Nanjing authorities as China’s government, and expressed hopes 
that an internationally acknowledged status would help the latter to 
put down any disturbances (5.23a).

4 On Japan’s China Policy

Whereas the Mainichi’s assessment of Nationalist rule in China var‑
ied over time, it held fast to a harsh view of Japanese diplomacy under 
Premier Tanaka, who concurrently held the post of Foreign Minister. 
This criticism did not concern so much the fundamental objectives 
in terms of national policy, which consisted in the protection of Ja‑
pan’s rights to the broadest possible extent. The newspaper was rath‑
er dissatisfied with the cabinet’s attitude and choice of means, which 
it deemed ineffective, if not outright harmful. As a former army gen‑
eral, Tanaka lacked “a polished method” and inevitably raised suspi‑
cions among the Chinese with his aimless talk about “vigorous diplo‑
macy”. His cabinet therefore could not help giving “an impression of 
militarist politics”, even when it behaved correctly (8.18). In contrast 
with Britain and the United States, the administration lacked an un‑
derstanding of the importance of the press for public communication. 
This deficiency made Japan vulnerable to astute Chinese propagan‑
da, both on the continent and in “Euro‑America” (8.22).

In so far as the Mainichi wanted Japan to conduct treaty negotia‑
tions without haste (8.15; 9.5; 10.25) and with a firm stand in defence 
of the existing legal framework (9.16), it had no particular reason to 
complain about the government’s approach. However, as an advocate 
of prudence (9.27) and better efforts for mutual understanding (8.18; 
10.18), the newspaper strongly disagreed with the cabinet’s tactics, 
such as the decision to suspend talks in the attempt to have Nan‑
jing retract its notice of termination of the trade treaty (9.5; 9.8). It 
also repeatedly called for the withdrawal of troops from Shandong 
(6.23; 1.30; 3.30).

9 The editorialist also showed some sympathy for Nanjing’s decision to regain control 
of the salt tax revenues, which had been placed under international management (11.22).
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The editorialist was alarmed at the inconsistency of Japan’s di‑
plomacy, which wavered between a fruitless hard‑line posture (7.25; 
11.19) and the consequent, embarrassing retreats. The path leading 
to the solution of the Jinan incident was a case in point (11.2; 1.30; 
2.12; 3.8; 3.13; 3.26; 3.30). Initially, the cabinet had made four de‑
mands to China that reflected the concerns of the Japanese command‑
er in Jinan: they asked for a formal apology, punishment of those re‑
sponsible, reparations, and guarantees for the safety of Japanese 
nationals and their property. The agreement reached in March, how‑
ever, included only a joint expression of regret for the unfortunate 
episode, and entrusted a mixed committee with the task of assess‑
ing damage compensation for both sides. The editorialist felt that in 
the end Japan had “given in almost entirely to China’s claims”: “The 
damage to our national prestige and national glory”, he commented, 
“is by no means small”.10 This blunder would also have “extremely se‑
rious consequences for the honour and credit of our national army”, 
which had “become the victim of an expedition with political aims” 
decided by the government (3.13; and again on 3.30). In other words, 
as at the time of the incident, the Mainichi drew a neat distinction be‑
tween the cabinet and the army, absolving the latter of all responsi‑
bility. A few weeks later, the agreement on the Nanjing and Hankou 
incidents did nothing to improve the writer’s opinion about Tanaka. 
Although Nanjing had accepted the Japanese demands, this had taken 
so long that it could hardly be considered a success; it seemed, rath‑
er, another instance of a “diplomacy of humiliation” (4.18). The on‑
ly achievement that received a positive reception was the bilateral 
agreement on tariffs, judged to be satisfactory for both countries. The 
writer nonetheless pointed out that the real problems were those ly‑
ing ahead in view of a comprehensive revision of the trade treaty (2.1).

The Asahi was even more hostile to the administration. Owing to 
the “biased and narrow‑minded China policy” of his party, the Rik‑
ken Seiyūkai, Tanaka had been unable to act beyond a “passive pro‑
tection of rights”, whereas he should have striven to “approach the 
Southern force and guide the hearts and minds of China”. With its 
aggressive attitude, the government had only caused trouble (7.26; 
in a similar vein, 8.23). For a few months, the writer detected some 
encouraging signs of a possible softening on both sides (8.30; 10.18; 

10 According to the writer (2.12), a domestic reason for the cabinet’s surrender was 
its haste to settle the problem before the coming Diet session. The Mainichi repeatedly 
accused the government of bending foreign policy to its own petty schemes. This is es‑
pecially evident in the newspaper’s treatment of the unofficial mission to China of Toko‑
nami Takejirō, a breakaway faction leader from the opposition who would later join the 
majority party. The editorialist dismissed the trip as a pointless, self‑serving political 
manoeuvre (12.4; 12.9; 12.30). The Asahi, though doubtful, expressed some hope that 
the visit might help improve the situation (12.4; 12.13; 12.16; 12.20).
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10.27; 11.1). The stalling of negotiations, however, once again led 
him to attack the cabinet’s “high‑handed, uncompromising diplo‑
macy” (11.29), its “ineptitude” (12.20), “adventurism”, and lack of 
“liberal spirit” (12.27).

While the Asahi welcomed the resumption of talks (1.17), it also 
stressed that Tokyo had given up its hard‑line posture because this 
had ended in utter failure (1.24; 2.3). Inquiries in the Imperial Diet 
offered the editorialist an occasion to recapitulate the cabinet’s mis‑
takes, starting from its poor understanding of political trends in Chi‑
na (1.31). The newspaper then welcomed the tariff agreement as a 
promising step towards an orderly revision of the unequal treaties. 
However, it regretted that the deal had taken the shape of a simple 
exchange of notes instead of a treaty, as done by other powers. Seen 
from that angle, it was another lost opportunity for Japan (2.1). Later 
on, the writer also scolded Japan’s businessmen for not pushing for 
a revision of the treaty (4.25), and lamented the government’s slack‑
ness (6.23). News of Tanaka’s decision to resign, arguably related to 
the unsolved issue of responsibilities in the Huanggutun incident, 
came to the editorialist as a relief “for the state and for the people” 
(6.30). The Mainichi, which deplored the absence of an official expla‑
nation for the cabinet’s resignation, pointed to its considerable un‑
popularity as a fundamental factor (7.2).

Concerning the Shandong question, the Asahi proposed a solu‑
tion that in substance matched the one the negotiators would reach 
months later, and which was modelled on the agreements on the Nan‑
jing incident that China had concluded with the United States and 
Britain (11.1). The newspaper complained about the cabinet’s rigid 
stance as a cause of delays and boycotts (2.6; 2.21; 3.27). Like the 
Mainichi, it considered the government guilty of creating the condi‑
tions that had led to the armed clash in Jinan, while it saw Japan’s 
“loyal and brave” soldiers only as victims (12.27). In response to the 
deal on the Nanjing incident, the Asahi approved its content, but 
again criticised the cabinet for the delay (4.18; 4.25).

5 On the Opposition and the Great Powers

In the Mainichi, censure of the current Foreign Minister did not im‑
ply support for his predecessor Shidehara Kijūrō, who was a close 
associate of the main opposition party, the Rikken Minseitō. Com‑
menting on a speech Shidehara had recently delivered in Osaka to 
an audience of businessmen with vested interests in China, the ed‑
itorialist recalled the main arguments that the public had put for‑
ward so far either against or in defence of his policy. Although the 
writer did not openly take side with those who accused Shideha‑
ra of “weak diplomacy”, he agreed that the Minister had failed to 
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prevent the Nanjing incident by underestimating the impending 
danger. In his opinion, Shidehara’s address regrettably left the au‑
dience with “the usual feeling that something was missing”. In con‑
clusion, he wrote: 

What we demand from any cabinet is a policy that really protects 
our rights and interest in China; there is no need to make distinc‑
tions between hard and soft. (9.19)

As for the Minseitō, the Mainichi greatly appreciated an earlier reso‑
lution of the party, which clarified its position on foreign policy after 
a long silence following the Jinan incident. The document deserved 
praise because, through it, the party had discarded its “non‑inter‑
ventionist tendency to do‑nothing and plan‑nothing”, acknowledged 
“the special character” of the China policy question, and justified 
the legitimate reaction of the Japanese army to Chinese aggression 
in Jinan, while at the same time disapproving of the Shandong expe‑
dition and demanding rapid withdrawal. Therefore, unlike previous 
statements by the Minseitō, this one could signal the unity of public 
opinion in Japan to China and the world (6.23).

The Asahi, on the contrary, appreciated Shidehara (5.8, reapprais‑
ing his handling of the Nanjing incident) more than the Minseitō. Ac‑
cording to the editorialist, the party’s statement struck a chord in 
that it called for a shift from “passive” defence to an active policy of 
amicable cooperation with China. However, it was too lenient towards 
the cabinet’s dangerous actions (6.23). The Minseitō should make a 
more sustained effort to promote domestic debate for the sake of na‑
tional interests (7.27), and not distance itself from “Shidehara diplo‑
macy” in an attempt to look more assertive, as this only exposed its 
lack of confidence (8.9).

Concerning the influence that other countries exerted over Si‑
no‑Japanese relations, the Mainichi was annoyed by the US decision 
to strike a deal with China on tariffs without consulting other pow‑
ers beforehand:

America, while often talking about peace and international coop‑
eration, always betrays its words. (7.29)

America in the past has behaved selfishly in its effort to implement 
a policy of capitalist penetration; depending on the circumstanc‑
es at the time, [it has shifted] from unilateralism to cooperation, 
from cooperation to unilateralism. (8.1)

For a while, the newspaper looked to Britain as a more reliable part‑
ner for the “protection of international ethics” against “China’s poli‑
ticians”, who were trying to “infringe on the interests of other coun‑
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tries unlawfully” (11.29). Therefore, the writer could not hide his 
disappointment when Britain, too, signed a new tariff treaty with Chi‑
na well ahead of Japan (12.22). He later tried to downplay the signif‑
icance of the agreement (12.29).

With more restrained language, the Asahi too dubbed the US initi‑
ative “unfriendly” towards the other countries involved (7.31; on Chi‑
na’s urge to regain tariff autonomy, see 8.1). Rather than stressing 
American opportunism, however, the commentator emphasised that 
Japan was losing ground to the other powers, owing to the “amateur 
diplomacy” of the Tanaka cabinet (7.28; also 8.13; 1.9; 2.16) and its 
“pessimistic view” of Chinese politics (1.3). He warned the govern‑
ment, as well as Osaka business circles, against the illusion of seek‑
ing British support to counter China (11.29; 1.19).

6 On Manchuria

After the initial response to the North‑South negotiations, the issue of 
Japan’s special position in Manchuria was brought up in the Mainichi 
only sporadically (8.12; 10.20; 12.31; 1.13; 1.26; 4.16; 5.16). In support of 
the established rights, the editorialist cited an essay in The English Re‑
view (July 1928) that was sympathetic to Japan and critical towards US 
policy towards China (8.12).11 News that Zhang Xueliang had received 
an appointment in the new Nanjing government prompted the writer 
to object that “the truth is an ignominious surrender of the Fengtian 
faction” (10.10). A little later, Zhang’s dilatory tactics on the problem 
of land leasing rights for Japanese nationals caused further discontent 
(10.20). When the Nationalist flag was finally raised in the Northeast, 
the writer saw this development as “sufficient to cause new worries 
about the position of our country in ManMō [i.e. Manchuria‑Mongolia]”, 
and felt obliged to reassert the inviolability of Japan’s rights:

our nation’s mind when it comes to the protection of these inter‑
ests is consistent and immutable. It is by no means something that 
can be swayed or altered depending on the conditions of the au‑
thorities in ManMō, or on those of the rulers of China’s mainland 
with respect to ManMō. (12.31)

From this viewpoint, the execution of Yang Yuting at Zhang’s orders 
was bound to have adverse consequences for Japan. The Mainichi 

11 The anti‑US tone peaked in the conclusion of a long article on Japan’s rights in Man‑
churia by Kyoto Imperial University professor Yano Jin’ichi, a specialist of Chinese his‑
tory (9.11‑20). With an Asianist slant, Yano called for close Sino‑Japanese cooperation 
to “lead to repentance the United States, which is concealing the truth of intolerable 
injustices against both Japan and China”.
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reckoned that the incident was “one of those that require the high‑
est attention”, since “the Three Eastern Provinces’ relationship with 
our country is closer than with any other region” (1.13). Neverthe‑
less, the consolidation of Zhang’s power did not induce more explicit 
reflections in the following months. The autonomy that the Fengtian 
regime managed to preserve after its formal submission to Nanjing, 
along with the lack of compelling news, was probably sufficient to 
keep the question low on the editorial agenda.

Other pieces relating to Manchuria dealt with three issues: the cab‑
inet’s unwillingness to disclose to the Diet the results of the inves‑
tigation on the Huanggutun incident (1.26); the plan to privatise the 
Mantetsu (South Manchuria Railway Company; cf. 4.16; 5.16); and Si‑
no‑Soviet relations (10.11; 1.12; 5.30; 6.14). With regard to the first 
topic, the Mainichi pressed Tanaka to inform the public thoroughly, 
so as to dispel suspicions at home and abroad. The writer considered 
this a requirement in order to overcome the stalemate of official pol‑
icy in Manchuria (5.16). Regarding the proposal to privatise Japan’s 
core asset in the region, the newspaper initially endorsed the idea: it 
seemed like the only way to free the company from political meddling 
and to reassure China that Japan harboured no aggressive intentions. 
The writer even recommended that some shares be made available to 
foreign investors, so as to foster international cooperation. A month 
later, however, a second editorial reversed this position in light of ad‑
ditional information on the management’s plan. The author concluded 
that, under the current party administration, the establishment of a 
board controlled by major shareholders would only “bring the Mantet‑
su completely into the service of the government”. Moreover, turning 
to the United States and Britain for loans might “spur their ambitions 
for direct investment”. As for relations between Zhang’s regime and 
the Soviet Union, the Mainichi noted with some concern the mount‑
ing tension over rights on the Chinese Eastern Railway (CER), which 
would soon escalate into an armed conflict (July‑December 1929). At 
the time, however, the situation in North Manchuria did not yet seem 
serious enough to require action on Japan’s part.

The Asahi pushed its argument for a basic change of policy towards 
Manchuria even further. It reached the conclusion that Japan should 
“waive those established rights and interests that exist in name but 
not in deed”, and “shake hands with the central force in China” to 
overcome the current stalemate (8.9). It must be stressed, however, 
that such advice did not mean retreating from the Northeast. The ul‑
timate goal was quite the opposite:

Making this situation, in which Japan is stuck, flexible enough to 
ensure some development must be the key element in Shōwa Ja‑
pan’s policy with regard to Manchuria. [...] How could we coun‑
ter the “force” of China, which is growing day by day, month by 
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month, only by protecting the old rights and interests? [...] There‑
fore, our new commitment must be for Japan itself to apply a dis‑
secting scalpel to those established rights and interests which ex‑
ist in name but not in deed. (8.9)

According to the writer, a ‘surgical operation’ of this kind was the only 
way to “make development possible beyond the present state”. He did 
not clarify, though, what the worthless appendages to be cut off were.

Once the South would complete the unification of China, any agree‑
ment that Japan might have struck with the Fengtian faction alone 
would become worthless, or even pose an obstacle to Sino‑Japanese 
understanding (8.9; and again on 8.16; 4.4). Accordingly, the edito‑
rialist was not disturbed by the execution of Yang Yuting, who had 
been opposing Zhang’s rapprochement with Nanjing. That incident 
only reinforced his belief that Japan should reckon with the Nation‑
alists’ growing influence over Manchuria (1.12). After the Mantetsu 
President announced his intention to open the company to foreign in‑
vestors and sell part of its business operations, the writer approved 
this “open door” policy as a means to dispel international diffidence 
against Japan. However, he also doubted that similar announcements 
could bear fruit, as long as the Tanaka cabinet stuck to its “policy of 
military coercion” (9.13). He severely criticised the Premier for his 
reticence about the Huanggutun incident, with more insistence than 
the Mainichi (12.27; 4.4; 6.18). By contrast, the Sino‑Soviet quarrels 
did not capture the Asahi’s attention to the point of becoming the sub‑
ject of any editorial in this period.

7 Conclusions

A comparative analysis of how Japan’s two leading newspapers dis‑
cussed Chinese affairs and Sino‑Japanese relations at the early stage 
of Nationalist rule, as conducted above, reveals that they differed to 
a significant degree in their respective interpretations of the facts. 
The Asahi, which identified the dominant faction of the Nationalist 
Party as the only force capable of stabilising China, advocated an ac‑
tive policy of dialogue with the new regime to secure a solid founda‑
tion for Japan’s economic interests on the continent. This approach 
involved the rejection of dualistic diplomatic approach to “mainland 
China” and “Manchuria”, of the sort still practiced by the Tanaka cab‑
inet, because the newspaper assumed that the Northeast would be‑
come assimilated by the Nationalist state sooner or later.

The Mainichi had a more conservative attitude. Although it too was 
extremely critical of Tanaka’s high‑handed tactics as detrimental to 
Japan, its tone towards the Nationalists fluctuated between patron‑
ising and derogatory through most of the period examined. The ar‑
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gument that China still had a long way to go before it could be called 
a modern state justified a stronger stance for the preservation of Ja‑
pan’s established rights. In particular, the Mainichi saw no pressing 
need to reconsider Japan’s position in Manchuria, or its special rela‑
tionship with the Northeastern regime. In this perspective, Zhang’s 
détente with Nanjing appeared more as a threat than an opportuni‑
ty to pursue a comprehensive solution to pending issues.

Nevertheless, the newspaper’s eventual reappraisal of Chinese re‑
unification might indicate that it was starting to accept the prospect of 
coming to terms with the Nationalists in a more flexible way. While the 
existing literature provides sufficient grounds to claim that the Asa‑
hi’s basic stance remained unchanged until the outbreak of the Man‑
churian incident, further research is required to ascertain the extent 
to which events affected the posture of its main competitor in the sec‑
ond half of 1929, that is during the Sino‑Soviet conflict, and after the 
Central Plains War. In hindsight, it seems that the Mainichi’s openness 
to compromise rested on fragile ground, since it took the protection of 
Japan’s core interests in Manchuria as a baseline condition.

On the other hand, Gotō (1987, 300‑1) may have overstated the 
Asahi’s readiness to give up Manchuria as a Japanese sphere of in‑
fluence. What the editorialist advocated at that stage was not disen‑
gagement from the region, but rather an accommodation with the Na‑
tionalist government under a unified China policy. The Asahi’s stance, 
therefore, differed from the radical opinion that Japan needed to re‑
linquish its special rights, an opinion which Ishibashi Tanzan had 
been voicing in the Tōyō keizai shinpō since the 1910s (Masuda 2017, 
77‑86). The Asahi did not define the scope of the old rights that Japan 
needed to waive for the sake of gaining new opportunities. Its policy 
recommendation stemmed from the assumption that Nanjing would 
tone down its demands concerning the regaining of sovereign rights.

Once we have ascertained that the two newspapers held differ‑
ent views on Japan’s China policy, it is necessary to inquire why this 
was the case. Neither had proven ties with any political party or oth‑
er organisation. The Asahi was harsher towards the Seiyūkai, but al‑
so criticised the Minseitō. Some differences in tone suggest that the 
Mainichi may have had a closer relationship with those business cir‑
cles that were less willing to undergo a renegotiation of their vest‑
ed interests in China. At present, though, the evidence is too thin to 
buttress this conjecture. Another aspect to be considered is the in‑
tense competition on the press market. As leading players, both news‑
papers had an incentive to support views that might appeal to the 
majority of their potential readership. At the same time, they also 
strove to acquire a profile that would allow them to stand out from 
their rivals. Therefore, it is quite safe to conclude that the Asahi and 
the Mainichi developed two alternative narratives which both lay 
within the acceptable boundaries for a large share of the public. In 
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both cases, however, the question remains to what extent the arti‑
cles reflect the writers’ need to please their readers, and to what ex‑
tent they represent a genuine effort to lead public opinion. The Asahi 
seemed more inclined to take some risks and keep its line of argu‑
ment straight, regardless of contingent events.

In any case, the findings presented here suggest that there was 
still little room for radical assertions in mainstream discourse at the 
time. Research on other press sources should verify whether mid‑size 
newspapers from this period mostly aligned themselves with the in‑
terpretations offered by big ones, or whether they mostly supported 
arguments that catered to particular segments of society. Finally, it 
is necessary to stress the inherent weakness of the press as a tool of 
civilian control over the military. Notwithstanding the anti‑militarist 
mood that prevailed throughout the 1920s, both the Asahi and the 
Mainichi accepted the military actions in Jinan as defensive opera‑
tions, and were unable to bring to light the truth behind Zhang Zuo‑
lin’s death. Moreover, the Mainichi was quite receptive of Nationalist 
ideas that could justify a harsh reaction in the event of a perceived 
threat to Japan’s vital interests, as would later be the case with the 
Manchurian incident.
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the Future).
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Anti‑Anti‑Japan: Anti‑Japan Associations, Boycotts of Japanese Goods in 
China).

12.15. Ed. “Nankin no shinbōkō” 南京の新暴行 (New Assaults in Nanjing).
12.17. Ed. “HaiNichi no shinri” 排日の心理 (The Anti‑Japanese Mentality).
12.22. Ed. “Eikoku no kokumin seifu shōnin” 英国の国民政府承認 (Britain’s 

Recognition of the Nationalist Government).
12.27. Ed. “Shina seikyoku tenbō: ichinenjū no gaikan” 支那政局展望 一年中

の概観 (Outlook of China’s Political Situation: One Year Review).
12.29. Ed. “Ei‑Shi kanzei jōyaku” 英支関税条約 (UK‑China Tariff Treaty).
12.30. Ed. “Tanaka Tokonami kaiken” 田中床次会見 (Tanaka‑Tokonami Meet‑

ing).
12.31. Ed. “Manshū ekishi mondai: waga kuni tono kankei” 満州易幟問題 わ

が国との関係 (The Problem of Manchuria’s Change of Flag: Implications 
for Our Country).

1929

1.5. Ed. “Honnen no Shina seikyoku” 本年の支那政局 (This Year’s Political Sit‑
uation in China).

1.12. Ed. “Seki‑Ro no taido: TōShi tetsudō mondai” 赤露の態度 東支鉄道問題 
(Red Russia’s Posture: The Chinese Eastern Railway Problem).

1.13. Ed. “Yō, Jō nishi no jūsatsu” 楊 、常二氏の銃殺 (Messrs Yang and Chang 
Shot Dead).

1.16. Ed. “Kankō no haiNichi” 漢口の排日 (Anti‑Japan in Hankou).
1.19. Hasgawa Nyozekan 長谷川如是閑. “Kaku no gotoku Shina o miru” 斯く

の如く支那を観る (Look at China This Way).
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1.26. Ed. “Bō jūdai jiken to seifu no taido” 某重大事件と政府の態度 (That Grave 
Incident and the Cabinet’s Posture).

1.30. Ed. “Teppei mondai: izen anshō” 撤兵問題 依然暗礁 (The Problem of 
Troop Withdrawal: Still Deadlocked).

2.1. Ed. “Nisshi kanzei kyōtei no seiritsu” 日支関税協定の成立 (Japan‑China 
Tariff Agreement Reached).

2.12. Ed. “Tanaka naikaku wa inseki jishoku seyo: tai Shi gaikō shippai” 田中内
閣は引責辞職せよ 対支外交失敗 (Tanaka Cabinet Should Take Responsi‑
bility and Resign: The Failure of Diplomacy to China).

3.8 (TN 3.7). Ed. “Shina sairan no hō: Kōsei‑ha no fuhei” 支那再乱の報 広西派
の不平 (News of Another Disturbance in China: Discontent of the Guangxi 
Faction).

3.13 (TN 3.12). Ed. “Santō kōshō kōten no hō: sekinin kaijo to narazu” 山東交
渉好転の報 責任解除とならず (News of Improvement in the Shandong Ne‑
gotiations: It Does Not Mean Release from Responsibility).

3.16. Ed. “Kokumintō taikai: bunritsu no mama kaikai” 国民党大会 分立のまま
開会 (Nationalist Party Congress: Opening While Still Divided).

3.21. Ed. “Kokumintō fuan: saikin no anchō” 国民党不安 最近の暗潮 (Unrest 
in the Nationalist Party: Recent Undercurrents).

3.23. Ed. “Mata sensō ka: Kokumintō no naifun” また戦争か 国民党の内紛 (War 
Again? Strife Within the Nationalist Party).

3.24. Murata Shirō 村田孜郎. “Shina no sensō” 支那の戦争 (War in China).
3.26. Ed. “Nisshi kyōtei karichōin no hō: tsumaranu atoshimatsu” 日支協定

仮調印の報 つまらぬ後始末 (News of Provisional Signing of Japan‑China 
Agreement: A Miserable Settlement).

3.30. Ed. “Gaikō shippai no ato: Nisshi kyōtei happyō” 外交失敗の跡 日支協
定発表 (The Marks of Diplomatic Failure: Japan‑China Agreement Made 
Public).

4.9. Ed. “Nankin‑ha no shōri: antei wa gimon” 南京派の勝利 安定は疑問 (Vic‑
tory of the Nanjing Faction: Stability Doubtful).

4.16 (TN 4.16). Ed. “Mantetsu no min’eika” 満鉄の民営化 (Privatisation of the 
Mantetsu).

4.18. Ed. “Nankin Kankō nijiken no kaiketsu” 南京漢口二事件の解決 (Nanjing 
and Hankou Incidents Solved).

4.24. Ed. “HaiNichi to kokumin seifu” 排日と国民政府 (Anti‑Japan and the Na‑
tionalist Government).

5.8 (TN 5.8). Ed. “HaiNichi undō to jōyaku kaitei: seifu no sekinin jūdai” 排日
運動と条約改訂 政府の責任重大 (Anti‑Japan Movement and Treaty Revi‑
sion: Cabinet’s Responsibility Is Heavy).

5.16 (TN 5.16). Ed. “Ikizumareru tai Man seisaku: dakainan” 行詰まれる対満
政策 打開難 (Policy Towards Manchuria at a Deadlock: Hard to Find a Way 
Out).

5.19 (TN 5.19). Ed. “Shina no jūdai kiki: sanminshugi no haki” 支那の重大危
機 三民主義の破棄 (China’s Grave Crisis: The Three Principles of the Peo‑
ple Scrapped).

5.26. Ed. “Son Chūzan: Shina no kokuminteki saiten ni saishite” 孫中山 支那
の国民的祭典に際して (Sun Zhongshan: On the Occasion of China’s Na‑
tional Celebration).

5.30 (TN 5.30). Ed. “Hōten kanken no tai Ro kyōatsu: Harubin rinken jiken” 奉
天官憲の対露強圧 ハルビン臨検事件 (Hard Measures Against Russia by 
Fengtian Authorities: The Police Raid Incident in Harbin).
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6.14. Ed. “Ro‑Shi kankei: ‘kokkō danzetsu’ no igi” 露支関係 「国交断絶」の意
義 (Russia‑China Relations: The Meaning of ‘Severance of Diplomatic Re‑
lations’).

6.22 (TN 6.21). Ed. “Waga tai Shi kan o ayabumu: haran to chōryū” わが対支観
を危ぶむ 波瀾と潮流 (Doubting Our View of China: Troubled Waters and 
Tidal Currents).

6.25. Ed. “HanNichi undō o teishi seyo: jōyaku kōshō mae ni” 反日運動を停止
せよ 条約交渉前に (Stop the Anti‑Japan Movement Before the Treaty Ne‑
gotiations!).

7.2. Ed. “Naikaku gakai ni itatta jijō: jirenma o ikan” 内閣瓦解に至った事情 ジ
レンマを如何 (Circumstances that Led to the Cabinet’s Fall: How to Cope 
with a Dilemma).
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Citizenship Through Friendship. – 3 Conclusions.

In the last twenty years, the historical significance of the War of 
Resistance against Japanese Aggression (1937‑45) has been widely 
recognised from both contemporary Chinese and global perspec‑
tives. An increasingly rich scholarship has not only focussed on re‑
assessing the military history of those dramatic years (e.g. Peattie, 
Drea, Van de Ven 2010); it has also investigated the impact of the 
war on the processes of state‑building, on the one hand, and on in‑
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dividual and collective values and attitudes, everyday life, and po‑
litical culture, on the other (e.g. Lary 2010; Mitter 2013; Lu 2015). 
Indeed, as the first modern mass conflict experienced by the Chi‑
nese people, the war was a foundational moment in the making of 
modern China from several perspectives, not least because it con‑
tributed to shaping and spreading a new imaginary of the Chinese 
national community and society. 

This imaginary was produced through the engagement of Chinese 
intellectual and political élites at both the national and local levels 
in an unprecedented – at least in terms of scale – effort of mass prop‑
aganda and popular education as part of an attempt to make sense 
of the conflict and mobilise the population in support of the military 
resistance (Hung 1994). One of the outcomes of this effort was to 
blur the divide between civilians and soldiers in a grander vision of 
a united and disciplined society, whose citizens were keen to pour 
their efforts into the salvation and progress of their motherland. This 
was a vision shaped by nationalist values, whose origins predated 
the war and can be traced back to the impact of colonial discourse 
on the self‑perception of Chinese élites at the turn of the twentieth 
century, when the perceived lack of modern martial values – physi‑
cal strength, self‑discipline, sobriety, self‑sacrifice, endurance, resil‑
ience and solidarity beyond the circle of family relations – was iden‑
tified as one of the main reasons for China’s political weakness in 
international society.

Unsurprisingly, this mass pedagogy to promote modern national‑
ism paid specific attention to the making of the modern soldier as a 
model for a new citizenship (Xu 2019). Particularly after the abolition 
of imperial examinations in 1905, this was matched by the recogni‑
tion of modern military education as a valuable pathway to a job and 
even a career in civil power, as a consequence of the increasing mil‑
itarisation of political life in the years of the Republican revolution.

Nevertheless, this did not mean that the social and cultural po‑
sition of rank‑and‑file soldiers changed in a radical way. Through‑
out the Republican era (1912‑49), the violence and insecurity ex‑
perienced by Chinese society due to the ongoing wars between the 
armies of the warlords and between the Guomindang and the Com‑
munists, contributed to maintaining the social perception of soldiers 
as a symbol not of the strength of a modern Chinese state but of the 
divisiveness and chaos of the domestic Chinese political landscape. 
It was only in 1934, with the launch of the New Life Movement, that 
Chiang Kai‑shek envisioned a stronger militarisation of Chinese so‑
ciety in cultural terms as an important step in transforming China 
into a modern nation‑state.

The broad agenda of the New Life Movement was to discipline Chi‑
nese society, both élites and the common people, in order to shape a 
new ideal of modern citizenship inspired by martial values (Ferlanti 
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2010; Culp 2007; Bodenhorn 2002; Clinton 2017). This movement hint‑
ed at a transformation of the image of soldiers, which accelerated 
during the total conflict against Japan, when Nationalist propagan‑
da offered a representation of China as a heroic and united nation 
that was the victim of the violence and brutalism of the occupiers and 
ready to resist occupation at any cost. In this representation, wound‑
ed soldiers played a pivotal role. Over their maimed and suffering 
bodies and minds, a discourse on the destiny of China as the victim of 
the occupiers’ violence and on its heroic resistance was intertwined 
with the symbolic construction of a new national community shaped 
by martial values and social cohesion. To explore this facet of Chinese 
war propaganda, this essay offers a brief analysis of the discourse 
on the care of wounded soldiers developed by the monthly magazine 
Friends of the Wounded Soldiers (Shangbing zhi you yuekan 伤兵之友

月刊), which, under the aegis of the Nationalist Party, was published 
in Nationalist China from the early 1940s as the mouthpiece for one 
of the most important associations for war relief. 

1 The Challenges of Relief for Military Victims of War

Wounded soldiers represented just one of the dramatic tolls paid by 
China in the War of Resistance. According to recent Chinese statis‑
tics, the total military casualties during the war amounted to more 
than eight million people, of whom 2,240,000 were considered wound‑
ed (An 2018). This number is probably an underestimate, as most of 
the wounded soldiers died quickly, before they were able to receive 
proper treatment. 

Despite the lack of definite numbers, it is evident that the need to 
cope with soldiers requiring medical and social care because they 
were wounded in battle was a great challenge for the Nationalist gov‑
ernment, from both a military and political perspective. In modern 
states and in modern warfare, soldiers are not considered expend‑
able, as their training makes them valuable assets for war. There is 
certainly a consideration of cost, as the need to instruct and train a 
soldier makes it important to preserve that valuable human resource. 
In China, as national conscription was not applied, the problem of re‑
cruiting soldiers was quite significant. Even with its scarcity of re‑
sources, the Nationalist state could not really afford to lose credi‑
bility by abandoning the wounded to their sad destiny, despite the 
negative opinion of Westerners about the Chinese capacity and per‑
haps will to help the wounded (Powell 2015).

One of the challenges was to develop military medicine. The ca‑
pacity to offer medical services at the frontline was a huge but fun‑
damental task for the Nationalists (Watt 2013). During the first year 
of the war, the lack of personnel and means to evacuate the wounded 
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from the battlefield and to cure them was evident. However, foreign 
observers often ascribed the problem not only to poor organisation 
and lack of material means, but also to the indifference of the army 
officers towards the ordinary soldiers (Watt 2013, 119). In the course 
of time, the problem was somehow properly addressed. Although a 
systematic approach was missing, several military commanders be‑
came aware of the need to provide healthcare to the wounded with‑
in the military structure.

The improvement in healthcare services for the wounded was es‑
sentially due to the Chinese Red Cross Medical Relief Corps, led by a 
Chinese medical élite trained abroad and materially supported by the 
overseas Chinese (Mamlok 2018). The treatment of wounded soldiers 
was one of the main areas where civilians and intellectuals were en‑
gaged in the military side of the war. In his study, Watt emphasises 
that the Chinese Red Cross “provided a way to overcome the resist‑
ance of educated youth to war work and bring their patriotism and 
skills to the aid of front‑line soldiers” (Watt 2013, 120). Thanks to 
the schools operated by the leading Red Cross doctors (mostly over‑
seas Chinese) under the aegis of the national government and min‑
istries, new personnel were educated to serve in military hospitals. 
Moreover, the Nationalist government mobilised medicine students 
to serve in the army hospitals: in 1941, almost eighty per cent of the 
students in the field were conscripted to work in government‑run hos‑
pitals and healthcare centres (Chang, Myers 1994, 169).

Under the control of the Nationalist government, the assistance 
for wounded soldiers was conceived of as an arena for a stronger in‑
teraction between the military and civilians. The activities of the 
Chinese Red Cross and the government institutions for relief were 
not only addressed to the military but also to civilians, especially as 
these activities involved preventive medicine at both the battlefront 
and the rear front. This was because one of the main challenges of 
wartime was the control and reduction of the health risks connected 
to epidemic diseases, which was also addressed by developing logis‑
tics and production capacity in biomedicine (Brazelton 2019).

However, civilians were not only the beneficiaries of the new 
emerging organisation of military medicine. They were also a strate‑
gic resource to make the system work. Particularly after 1938, when 
the military hospitals were mainly located at the rear front and dis‑
tant from the battle line, the tasks of assisting the wounded on the 
spot and carrying them to the hospital often depended on the coop‑
eration of the civil population, as in the contribution of local peas‑
ants as stretcher bearers.

As war medicine was not exclusively a military affair but also con‑
ceived of in terms of the public interest of the populace at large, war 
propaganda made the problem of assisting wounded soldiers a dis‑
cursive space for promoting a new social and cultural cohesion and 
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Nationalist values crossing the divide between soldiers and civilians. 
The cure of the injured in the battlefront was represented as evidence 
of the coming into existence of a new China, whose citizens were not 
only all keen to support one another in the name of a solidarity im‑
bued with martial and heroic values, but also ready to recognise the 
centrality of these values to their nation’s identity.

In symbolic terms, the Japanese invasion of China implied a change 
in the status of military personnel, who were accorded the halo of 
heroes in the defence of the motherland. As Diana Lary writes, this 
image of soldiers was mainly the “product of mass anger” caused by 
the Japanese violent occupation, and it was boosted by a huge prop‑
aganda effort by the Nationalists (Lary 2014, 240). At the same time, 
the central role attributed to soldiers in China’s self‑representation 
also reflected the enactment of an ideal of ‘martial citizenship’ (Dia‑
mant 2010) in which the willingness to offer flesh and blood fighting 
for the sake of the nation was worthy of greater respect than other 
forms of patriotism. Historically, in this notion of citizenship, par‑
ticipation in war enabled individuals and groups, who until that mo‑
ment had remained marginal in the national imagination because of 
lower educational or social status, to overcome the implicit limita‑
tions and obstacles to full recognition as citizens. 

However, if participation as fighting soldiers in war could ideally 
open the pathway to a full recognition of soldiers’ status as citizens, 
this acknowledgement has to be measured along time. Admiration and 
respect may not be destined to last long when soldiers are back in civ‑
il life, especially if they are disabled or suffering in a situation charac‑
terised by a scarcity of material resources. In this sense, as Neil Dia‑
mant argues, popular attitudes towards veterans and ex‑soldiers who 
embodied the human sacrifice for the national community should be 
considered a standard for gauging the depth and solidity of national 
feelings and patriotism in a community (Diamant 2010). The role of the 
state in this, however, cannot be dismissed. In wartime China, the Na‑
tionalists were willing to connect the military effort against the invad‑
ers to their own project of state‑ and nation‑building, and they were 
aware of the symbolic importance that assistance to wounded soldiers 
had in legitimising their government as well as in shaping a nation‑
al community according to their vision. If the wounded soldiers were 
abandoned or forgotten, this would have suggested that their sacrifice 
for the nation was not worthy even in the eyes of the government and 
army leaders. Worse, it would have clearly shown that the new Chi‑
nese nation, as a community of citizens ready to sacrifice themselves 
for the good of the collective, did not exist, weakening all the propa‑
ganda efforts to drive collective resistance.

The name used to define wounded soldiers in Nationalist public 
discourse highlights the critical importance they had for propagan‑
da. Defined as rongyu junren 荣誉军人 (honorary soldiers), they were 
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presented as the embodiment of the glory and honour of self‑sacri‑
fice for the nation, an honorific title that downplayed or even hid the 
physical and social misery of their actual status.

The Nationalist state’s endorsement of the relief activities ad‑
dressed to the ‘honorary soldiers’ is shown by the role played by 
high‑ranking personalities and officers, such as the Chinese first 
lady Song Mei‑ling 宋美龄, and by its connection with the New Life 
Movement (Cui 2008). As Song herself emphasised in 1944 (Song 
1941, quoted in Lawrence 2004, 62), the care for wounded soldiers 
was directly connected to the spirit of the New Life Movement and 
its promotor Chiang Kai‑shek 蒋介石. In this speech, Song Mei‑ling 
mentioned the Wounded Soldier League, whose role was to distrib‑
ute Chiang Kai‑shek’s money to wounded officers and soldiers, as an 
example of the spirit expected to imbue the Chinese people’s resist‑
ance against the Japanese.

On the same occasion, Song mentioned the Association of Friends 
of the Wounded Soldier, one of the most active state‑connected or‑
ganisations in support of those injured in war. This association was 
founded after the great fire of Changsha in 1938 thanks to the in‑
itiative of some Nationalist intellectuals and Western missionaries 
(Shangbing zhi you yuekan [hereafter SBZY] 1942), but it was official‑
ly established later, in 1940, on the occasion of the sixth anniversa‑
ry of the New Life Movement. Its political and even institutional con‑
nections were enhanced by the choice of General Huang Renlin 黄仁

霖 as Director. The formal directorate included all the most impor‑
tant leaders and personalities of the Nationalist Party, which public‑
ly supported the association’s goals.

The association was organised as a bureaucratic structure, as 
were several others of the New Life Movement’s organisations. Ser‑
vice teams were established in the provinces and main cities, espe‑
cially in the Southwestern provinces, such as Hunan, Hubei and Si‑
chuan, where most of the activities in support of wounded soldiers 
arriving from the battlefront took place. Its activities included the 
opening of special guest‑houses for wounded soldiers and the organi‑
sation of assistance in hospitals, providing the wounded with daily ne‑
cessities, such as towels, toothbrushes, shoes, and fans (Jiang 2011). 
Moreover, volunteers were invited to help soldiers with their every‑
day hygiene and to engage in education and entertainment activities 
for those being assisted. According to Song Mei‑ling, the association’s

very name caught the imagination and heart of Chinese patriots. 
Figuring on the basis of 100,000 wounded soldiers in various ar‑
my hospitals, the movement aimed at soliciting 100,000 ‘friends’.
The goal of the campaign was to provide a ‘friend’ for each wound‑
ed soldier. To become a ‘friend’ one paid a friendship fee of $ 1 
or more, and pledged service to the wounded. By the end of the 
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month, the campaign had brought in no less than 654,774 ‘friends’ 
with a total of $ 1,332,505.74 in cash, which was 553 per cent over 
the top. (Song 1941, quoted in Lawrence 2004, 62)

As this quotation shows, the involvement of civilians in support of 
wounded soldiers primarily had a financial reason. Collecting funds 
served to relieve the state from the huge cost of the care for wound‑
ed soldiers. After the outbreak of the war, in October 1937, the Na‑
tionalist government had established a Central office for the man‑
agement of wounded soldiers (Zhongyang shangbing guanli chu 中央

伤兵管 理处), later renamed the Central office for the honorary sol‑
diers (Rongyu junren guanli chu 荣誉军人总管理处). This office was re‑
sponsible for the organisation and management of several structures, 
such as shelters and camps (Wang 2013). The financial burden was 
significant, and the mobilisation of economic support from civil so‑
ciety was deemed essential.

In 1940, the same economic considerations were at the basis for 
the publication of an “Outline for a Plan of services for the honorary 
soldiers” (Rongyu junren fuwu jihua gangyao 荣誉 军人服务计划纲要), 
whose goal was to promote the return to work of wounded soldiers, 
with the idea of making them self‑sufficient and not reliant on state 
support (Wang 2013). In this plan too, the role of civilians was stra‑
tegic in terms of supporting the education and training of the wound‑
ed and, where possible, facilitating their employment in factories, 
workshops and farms.

Financial needs, however, were not the only reason to engage ci‑
vilians in this effort. The connection of the assistance for wounded 
soldiers to the New Life Movement implied that it was conceived and 
practised as a contribution to the process of nation‑building (Gou 
2008). The activities designed for this goal had to promote values 
and behaviours consistent with Chiang Kai‑shek’s vision of a disci‑
plined and militarised society under the umbrella of the state. This 
was not only a medical or social task, but also a way of building a 
modern collective citizenship based on a new notion of ‘friendship’ 
as the glue for a new national community.
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2 Building a Martial Citizenship Through Friendship

In Chinese culture, the notion of being a ‘friend’ (you 友) is complex, 
especially in Confucian philosophy, referring to the most important 
human relationship outside family bonds and state obligations (Wang 
2017). Seen as a human connection that originates not through birth 
but as a consequence of circumstances and the outcome of personal 
choices and affinities, the idea of friendship usually includes an emo‑
tional bond as well as a utilitarian scope. True friends are expected 
to offer solidarity in material terms but also to practise mutual re‑
spect and to express affection; moreover, their role is not really seen 
as an alternative to or as countering other social institutions, such 
as the family or state, but rather as supporting the full realisation of 
the social role of the individual within a proper network of relations.

In modern China’s patriotic propaganda and public discourse, the 
notion of friendship hinted at promoting a feeling of reciprocal obli‑
gation towards individuals to whom one was not tied through fami‑
ly relationships. This obligation had to be fulfilled in the name of a 
shared and superior ideal of the nation and modern citizenship be‑
yond the traditional family and the natural bonds of the clan. In this 
sense, friendship may hint at an idea of a national community root‑
ed not in the metaphorical extension of blood but in the adherence 
to a shared set of values and commonality of intents.

The meaning of friendship as something to be nourished and prac‑
tised by choice and virtue – expressed not only in moral and emotional 
terms, but also in material terms and ultimately directed towards sup‑
porting the wounded to fully achieve their role as active citizens – is 
clearly articulated in the list of “The Vows of the ‘Friends of the Wound‑
ed Soldiers’” (‘Shangbing zhi you’ xintiao ‘伤兵之友’ 信条) published in 
the war magazine Huangpu jikan in 1943 (Huangpu jikan 1943, 34).

The vows of the ‘Friends of the Wounded Soldiers’:

1. I will respect the wounded soldiers.
2.  I will empathise with the wounded soldiers.
3.  I will give money to the wounded soldiers.
4.  I will pour my energy into supporting the wounded soldiers.
5.  I will serve the wounded soldiers.
6.  I will support the families of the wounded soldiers.
7. I will actively change the negative views of life of the wounded 

soldiers.
8.  I will be a friend of the wounded soldiers forever.

As this text demonstrates, showing friendship towards soldiers who 
had been injured and maimed required emotional and practical en‑
gagement, while suggesting that a ‘friend’ had to help the receivers 
of friendship to remain full members of the national community. Re‑
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lief for the wounded was not only a practical need for sustaining the 
resistance efforts; it was also a self‑educating practice addressed at 
forging a new community of values.

This articulation of friendship was rhetorically central to the nar‑
ratives developed in the magazine of the Association of Friends of the 
Wounded Soldiers, Shangbing zhi you. This magazine was a monthly 
or half‑monthly publication mainly addressed to the activists of the 
association. Activists were supposed to be mainly educated youth, 
such as students or teachers (Gou 2006), and the magazine was an in‑
strument to help the organisation of work for supporting the wound‑
ed, especially in hospitals. At the same time, it represented a site 
where the educated élite articulated a public discourse regarding 
soldiers’ place in society and their relationship with them.

The fact that the association was conceived as a place for interac‑
tion between soldiers and civilians was explicitly affirmed by Chiang 
Jingguo 蒋经国, who in a talk at the assembly of the association, later 
published in the magazine in 1940, claimed that the ultimate goal of 
the association was to unite soldiers and the people by recognising 
the wounded soldiers as honoured members of society and models of 
patriotism (SBZY 2, 1940). As another article emphasises (SBZY 14, 
1942), differently from the past, modern war was not for the sake of 
kings but for the sake of the people of the nation: wounded soldiers 
were a national problem, and its solution required the participation of 
everyone, whether through financial aid or voluntary personal effort.

In the magazine’s pages, the task of caring for wounded soldiers 
was detailed in several practical activities. The ‘friends of the wound‑
ed soldiers’ had to provide them with medicine, food and clothes, as 
well as taking care of their personal hygiene. Contemporary descrip‑
tions of the state of soldiers in hospitals make clear that the sanitary 
conditions were often dramatically bad (Watt 2013); consequently, 
the promotion of personal modern hygiene was of crucial importance 
during the war. The magazine offered several educational materi‑
als to be used to instruct activists and soldiers in modern hygienic 
rules for hospitals. But hygiene also included aesthetic standards, as 
it meant helping soldiers maintain a tidy and clean aspect, shaving 
their hair or cutting their nails. From this perspective, the practice 
of hygiene for the soldiers was connected to the goals of the New Life 
Movement, whose idea of national modernity reflected the appropri‑
ation of the colonial discourse on Chinese backwardness.

The will and capacity to carry on all these tasks was a manifesta‑
tion of ‘friendship’ based on the relationship between the wounded 
and the caregivers. Soldiers had been eager to sacrifice their health 
and body for the sake of the people of the nation, just as good friends 
are ready to fight for the defence of one another. Now, as loyal friends, 
civilians should respect, honour and take care of the wounded who 
had placed their lives at risk (SBZY 14, 1942).
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If fellow citizens were supposed to behave as good friends whose 
reciprocal relations were not opportunistic but based on loyalty and 
moral obligations, there should be no hierarchy in this relationship, 
and both parties were considered equal. Nevertheless, the notion 
of ‘friendship’ did not totally exclude an attitude, as friends were 
thought to be able to give advice and support in order to make the 
receivers of their attention fully achieve their potential social roles. 
Thus, the general discourse about soldiers was also shaped by a pa‑
ternalistic attitude that implicitly hinted at the great divide existing 
between the educated élite and the wounded soldiers.

In this respect, it is worth noting that one of the main activities re‑
quired from the members of the association was to educate the sol‑
diers, as education was a prerequisite for modern citizenship. Wound‑
ed soldiers were expected to be honoured and respected by everyone, 
but embodying the heroism of the Chinese nation, they also had to 
constitute a model for all society because of their courage, patriotism 
and higher sense of morality (SBZY 13, 1941). As several articles in the 
magazine suggest, the gap between this ideal and the reality was rath‑
er huge. The magazine prompted activists to acknowledge and address 
the problem that wounded soldiers’ attitudes and behaviours were of‑
ten distant from the ideal image that the war propaganda wanted to 
offer. Coming from poor villages, often not educated, shocked by the 
war and still tied to the superstitions and habits of the rural world, it 
was not an easy task to make them behave in ways that lived up to the 
standards promoted by the propaganda. The acknowledgment that sol‑
diers could not actually be the purest embodiment of martial virtues 
might somehow weaken both their potential value for patriotic educa‑
tion and the likelihood that the magazine’s audience would emotion‑
ally identify the soldiers as symbols of a new and modern nation. This 
also hinted at a class division that war could not conceal. Whereas or‑
dinary soldiers had mostly a rural background, relief for the wound‑
ed was mainly conceived as a way in which urban and educated élites 
could be directly involved in the war. Offering more than material 
support, friends were actually invited to educate the soldiers. Several 
comments in the magazine pointed out how the low educational level 
and the rural background of most of the Chinese soldiers made this 
goal quite challenging (SBZY 3, 1940). Honorary soldiers were peas‑
ants who did not know what war they were fighting, nor did they know 
anything about the Three Principles of the People of Sun Yat‑sen. They 
were like children, always complaining, pretending and quarrelling 
about trivial things. Maybe they were loyal to their battalion and com‑
manders, but they were not capable of conceiving of China as a nation 
or of their role and duties as fighting citizens.

Interestingly, the war propaganda’s discourse identified the vio‑
lence of the conflict as the main cause of the soldiers’ inferior and 
backward status. Caregivers and supportive readers had to be aware 
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that the injuries suffered by the soldiers were not only in their bod‑
ies but also in their psyches. The violence of the Japanese was a trau‑
ma that ‘loyal friends’ (i.e. the association’s members) were called 
to consider and to heal. It was this trauma that impeded the soldiers 
from being the honoured members of society and models of heroic 
citizenship that they were expected to be. The experience of the war 
had first made many injured soldiers undisciplined and not respect‑
ful of authority; second, they now often indulged in vices, such as 
drinking, betting or going to prostitutes; third, they were often de‑
pressed and apathetic (SBZY 3, 1940). They not only had to be cured 
from the physical consequences of their injuries; they also required 
help in developing a better awareness of their roles and in compre‑
hending the true significance of their sacrifices. The propaganda ar‑
gument that the violence inflicted on the Chinese people and soldiers 
by the Japanese was the main cause of the honorary soldiers’ incapac‑
ity to live up to the moral and physical standards required of them 
by modern citizenship, aimed at rejecting the idea that the Chinese 
common people were incapable of being truly modern as well as at 
emphasising the authority of the educated élite in popular education.

In their magazine, the ‘friends’ suggested that the education of 
wounded soldiers was intended to ‘militarise’ their lives once more, 
as their suffering and the shock of the war had driven them to forget 
that they were soldiers and heroes. Reflecting the New Life Move‑
ment’s goals, several articles recommend that activists organise mil‑
itary discipline for the wounded, forcing them to take care of their 
bodies and health and to respect hygiene rules and training practic‑
es. Moreover, the wounded had to be educated and entertained in 
a healthy manner, which meant being exposed to intensive nation‑
alistic and ideological propaganda through the means of songs and 
tales. Basic slogans and notions were duly reported on in the maga‑
zine’s pages: they should learn first that they were soldiers and that 
their duty was to defend the country and protect the people; second, 
that their leader was Chiang Kai‑shek; and third, that their country 
was the Republic of China (SBZY 3, 1940). However, in detailing the 
activities and educational content that had to be addressed to the 
soldiers, the magazine framed the relief addressed to the wounded 
within Nationalist China’s broader hegemonic educational and prop‑
aganda enterprise. According to the New Life Movement’s values, ci‑
vilians and soldiers alike all had to be educated in order to become 
disciplined citizens, abiding by the same set of martial virtues – spirit 
of sacrifice and loyalty to the leader and the state –, and obeying the 
collective interest. However, those who really embodied the new so‑
cial and cultural values of the nation were the educated friends rath‑
er than the poor and rural ‘honorary soldiers’. From this perspective, 
the war relief work under the aegis of the state highlighted the pro‑
ject of a militarised citizenship in service of the nation in which the 



Sinica venetiana 10 136
The Historian’s Gaze, 125‑138

suffering and maimed bodies and minds of wounded soldiers were 
just the battlefield for the Nationalists’ attempt to reshape and en‑
gage Chinese educated élites’ attitudes towards the state.

3 Conclusions

During the War of Resistance against Japanese Aggression from 1937 
to 1945, Chinese Nationalist propaganda worked to produce a new 
imaginary of modern China, centred on the emergence of a national 
community that was forged by the war, inspired by martial and heroic 
values and characterised by self‑discipline and solidarity. In this en‑
deavour, the distinction between soldiers and civilians was blurred, 
reflecting the centrality assumed by the notion of ‘martial citizen‑
ship’, whose distinctive trait was the willingness to serve the nation 
in the first person and to contribute to the resistance efforts under 
the aegis of the state. This was a vision that predated the war, as it 
was consistent with the goals of the New Life Movement, whose ac‑
tivities from 1937 onwards were increasingly connected to the mobi‑
lisation of civilians in support of the state and the army. 

The relief work addressed to the wounded soldiers represented an 
important field for achieving this goal. On the one hand, this was be‑
cause the Nationalist government was quite aware that the contribu‑
tion of the educated and affluent class was economically and cultur‑
ally necessary to support the state’s relief efforts; on the other hand, 
this relief work represented a symbolic point of conjunction between 
the military and civil life. Wounded soldiers were still soldiers, and 
they were called to embody the Chinese people’s capacity to sacri‑
fice themselves for the sake of national salvation. Nevertheless, as 
they were unable to go back to the front, they were also close to the 
civilians as non‑combatants; worse, they were weak and fragile per‑
sons in need of help in a time of scarce resources, deprived of the 
support of their own families and communities.

As a reading of the magazine Friends of the Wounded Soldiers 
suggests, the duty of solidarity between wounded soldiers and civil‑
ians was articulated by Nationalist propaganda in terms of ‘friend‑
ship’, hinting at a relationship between the caregiver and the assist‑
ed that connoted a shared experience, emotional bonds and the duty 
to offer material support. Emphasising friendship, the state aimed at 
forging a sense of reciprocal obligations among strangers, reflecting 
how the war was seen at the same time as a disruption of existing so‑
cial and familiar networks and as the opportunity to redesign a new 
society based on the Nationalists’ vision of a militarised modernity.

However, it is also worth noting how the same narratives suggest 
that the call to friendship could not really aim at crossing social and 
cultural boundaries. The work in support of the wounded soldiers 
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was certainly a reflection of the attempt to give the uneducated rural 
population, which was the bulk of the army, full recognition as wor‑
thy and honoured members of the new national community. Howev‑
er, above all, it was a way to shape élites’ attitudes towards the war, 
educate them regarding their responsibility for the state’s goals and 
co‑opt them into the New Life Movement.
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1 Introduction

With the proclamation of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) in 
1949, the new Communist leadership faced a series of urgent eco‑
nomic, social and political issues. Among them were issues concern‑
ing the reconstruction of the political and institutional order based 
on a model that made the Party, the state and the army pillars of a 
new system that entrusted the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) with 
a leading role in the functioning of the regime. To attain this objec‑
tive, ‘mass organisations’ (qunzhong zuzhi 群众组织) were created to 
function as ‘transmission belts’ between the CCP and different sec‑
tors of society, hold a monopoly on the representation of certain so‑
cial groups and solicit participation in political life according to the 
principle of the ‘mass line’ (qunzhong luxian 群众路线) (Barnett 1951; 
Townsend 1969; see also Audin, Doyon 2019 on more recent develop‑
ments in the functioning of mass organisations).

Youth thus became a target of specific mass organisations designed 
to mobilise the new generation in support of CCP objectives and to 
create loyal citizens dedicated to the ‘new China’. The All‑China Youth 
Federation was established as a united front organisation to serve as 
a national umbrella entity and included, among others, the All‑China 
Students Federation and the Communist Youth League (CYL), which 
was named the New Democratic Youth League (Xin minzhuzhuyi 
qingnian tuan 新民主主义青年团, NDYL) from 1949 to 1957. The lat‑
ter also played a key political role in the entire system by running 
the Young Pioneers, the organisation for children aged 9 to 15. Be‑
sides serving as a bridge linking the CCP with the nation’s youth, the 
Youth League also served as a training ground for future CCP mem‑
bers and cadres at all levels of the Party and government apparatus.

Unlike other mass organisations, the CYL had and still has a 
unique position, being defined as the ‘main assistant’ (zhushou 助手) 
and ‘reserve force’ (houbeijun 后备军) of the CCP, two functions that 
were formally recognised in the League’s 1953 Statute and later in 
the CCP’s 1956 Constitution approved at the Eighth CCP National 
Congress (Graziani 2013). Therefore, it has been highly embedded in 
the political and bureaucratic system as a junior partner of the CCP. 
Its subordination in the political system and organisational ‘juniori‑
ty’ has characterised its life in the following years up to the present 
day (Tsimonis 2021, on cadres training see Doyon 2023).

However, recent studies on the history of the CYL have begun to 
complicate the image of a symbiotic relationship with the CCP (Yi 
2022; Mulready‑Stone 2015; Graziani 2014; see also Stranaham 1998, 
43‑4). What emerges from scholarship is that, starting with the foun‑
dation of the CYL (then named Socialist Youth League) in 1920, there 
have been times when the League was at odds with its parent organ‑
isation, even competing with the CCP and aspiring to transform it‑
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self into a ‘second party’. Rivalry between the Party and the Youth 
League characterised the revolutionary movement of the 1920s, re‑
vealing the complexities involved in importing the Komsomol mod‑
el from Soviet Russia to China. In 1936, the CYL was disbanded and 
integrated into the National Salvation Movement, being replaced by 
anti‑Japanese youth national salvation associations, which appealed 
to a broader group of young people. This decision reflected not on‑
ly the political climate of the time but also the influence of external 
factors (i.e. changes in Comintern and Communist Youth Internation‑
al strategies). Furthermore, according to Tsai and Liao (2021, 1‑2), 
“the need to strengthen the Party’s leadership to deal with escalat‑
ing tensions with Japan was used as an excuse to disband CYL”. Sim‑
ilarly, Yi (2022, 142) points out that “seeking to end the continuing 
rivalry, the party used this opportunity to disband the Youth League 
and fundamentally reorganize its interaction with the young gener‑
ation”. The organisation was only formally re‑established after the 
CCP came to power in 1949.

This essay examines the institutional and organisational develop‑
ments regarding the CYL in the period between the end of the Sino‑Jap‑
anese War and the establishment of the PRC, and explores the ways 
in which the CCP directed and subordinated youth organisations by 
moving from mass organizations with broad anti‑Japanese appeal to 
increased party discipline. The essay shows that the process of re‑es‑
tablishing the CYL as a distinct organisation under the firm leadership 
of the CCP dates back to the year 1946, when the first debates about 
the revival of the organisation emerged and the CCP intentionally act‑
ed to limit the development and accumulation of power of the Youth 
League due to prior conflicts between the two organisations, address‑
ing issues regarding age limit, differentiation of work and leadership.

Compared with the rich literature on the CCP history, there have 
been few studies on the CYL. Recently published works have exam‑
ined the politics and internal complexities of the CYL in the 1920s 
and early 1930s; however, the revival of the Youth League following 
the Sino‑Japanese War has so far been almost completely ignored in 
the international literature, if we exclude the work by Pringsheim 
(1962). This chapter builds on and further develops recent studies 
conducted on CCP‑CYL relations in the pre‑1949 period, focussing on 
the Party’s Youth League policy design and decision‑making at the 
leadership level (rather than on operations on the ground) from 1946 
to 1949, drawing on a variety of available Chinese sources, includ‑
ing histories of the youth movement, CCP documents and the memo‑
ries of former cadres, such as those of He Qijun, who was a member 
of the CCP Central Youth Work Committee at the time.
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2 The Early Efforts Towards Establishing 
the New Democratic Youth League

The First National Congress of the NDYL was held in April 1949 and 
saw the participation of 364 delegates representing 190,000 mem‑
bers. Ren Bishi’s report to the First National Congress (presented 
as Honorary President of the league) focussed on the following is‑
sues: 1) the need for political leadership of the CCP; 2) the need to 
unite and educate the new generations, including the children of in‑
tellectuals and other strata of the petty bourgeoisie showing pro‑
gress in political awareness; and 3) the importance of working with 
students, as future experts for the economic construction of the 
country (Zhongyang tuanxiao qingniantuan gongzuo jiaoyanshi 1979, 
111‑20). The name chosen fully reflected the orientation of the CCP 
for what was foreshadowed to be an upcoming transitional phase 
characterised by an alliance of all revolutionary classes. The name 
was changed to CYL in 1957 at the Third National Congress, reflect‑
ing the new political orientations of the Communist leadership and, 
above all, Mao Zedong. In the early phase of the PRC, the political 
and organisational features of the Youth League were defined by an 
organisational structure mirroring that of the CCP, to which it was 
subordinate, based on the Soviet model of the Komsomol, whose Cen‑
tral School in Moscow was a destination for many young Chinese 
cadres at the time (Gongqingtuan zhongyang qingyunshi gongzuo 
zhidao weiyuanhui et al. 2003).

Yet, the First National Congress of the New Democratic Youth 
League came at the end of a process that began in the mid‑1940s, 
following the failure of the negotiations between the Guomindang 
(GMD) and the CCP after the end of World War II. As stated above, 
the history of the CYL has its roots in the early years of Communist 
politics and the Chinese revolution, but the organisation was in fact 
reformed in 1936, when the new strategy of a “united front against 
fascism”, as formulated by the Seventh World Congress of the Com‑
intern in August 1935 and received by the Communist Youth Interna‑
tional the following month, combined with the popular and student 
response to Japanese aggression in China (December 1935), caus‑
ing the CCP to change its youth policy (Samarani 2003; Solieri 2003; 
Graziani 2014; Yin 1992). The Party decided to replace the CYL with 
broader anti‑Japanese youth national salvation associations, open 
to all patriotic young people regardless of their ideological‑politi‑
cal affiliation. Meanwhile, the National Liberation Vanguard (Min‑
zu Jiefang Xianfengdui 民族解放先锋队) was officially established by 
students in Beijing and was soon turned by the CCP North China Bu‑
reau into a united front patriotic youth mass organisation (Li 2012, 
145). In October 1937, a document issued by the CCP North China 
Bureau called for widening this organisation, soliciting youth par‑

Sofia Graziani
Towards a New Political Order



Sofia Graziani
Towards a New Political Order

Sinica venetiana 10 143
The Historian’s Gaze, 139‑154

ticipation in resistance efforts (Gongqingtuan zhongyang qingyun‑
shi gongzuo zhidao weiyuanhui et al. 1995, 588). Its membership had 
grown rapidly since its establishment and by the outbreak of the Si‑
no‑Japanese War, units had emerged in many cities across China as 
well as abroad. In autumn 1938, the National Liberation Vanguard 
merged with national salvation youth associations in areas under 
Communist control, while it was disbanded in GMD‑controlled are‑
as (Zhang et al. 1989, 82‑3). At that point, the Central Office of the 
CYL had already been abolished and the CCP youth policy fell under 
the responsibility of the Central Youth Work Committee (Zhonggong 
zhongyang qingnian gongzuo weiyuanhui 中共中央青年工作委员会, al‑
so known as zhongyang qingwei 中央青委), which had been initially 
denominated Department for Youth (Qingnian bu 青年部) and headed 
by Feng Wenbin from 1936 until 1938 (Zhang 2003, 106).1 Feng had 
distinguished himself in Communist youth work since the Jiangxi pe‑
riod and would later serve as the secretary of the NDYL from 1949 
to 1952 (Klein, Clark 1971, 282‑5).

Despite unsuccessful attempts at reviving the CYL carried out 
around 1940 especially by Li Chang, a young activist who had joined 
the CYL in the mid‑1930s and had become a member of the zhong‑
yang qingwei 中央青委 in May 1938 (Feng 2010, 26‑9), it was only af‑
ter World War II, when the national salvation organisations had ex‑
hausted their purpose and the CCP‑GMD negotiations had failed, 
that the question of rethinking the youth strategy of the CCP arose.

From August‑September 1946, the Central Secretariat of the CCP 
convened two meetings in Yan’an to discuss the question of re‑estab‑
lishing the CYL. Two meetings were held, one on 26 August and the 
other on 13 September, with the former seeing the participation of Zhu 
De, Ren Bishi, Kang Sheng and Hu Qiaomu, among the others. Greater 
participation seemed to have been guaranteed at the second meeting, 
which was also attended by Liu Dingyi, Chen Boda, Xi Zhongxun and 
Liu Ningyi (Zheng 1993, 130, 133; see also Li 2009, 183; He et al. 1987, 
121, 145). Both meetings were chaired by Ren Bishi, who had played 
a leading role in the Communist youth movement since the second 
half of the 1920s and who in 1946 was a member of the CCP Central 
Secretariat in charge of youth affairs (together with Feng Wenbin).2

1 The Department of Youth, set up in 1936, continued until 1938, when the Central Youth 
Work Committee was formally established by the CCP Central Committee to strenght‑
en its guidance over youth work. Since 1938 (until 1941), the CCP Central Youth Work 
Committee included Chen Yun, Feng Wenbin, Li Chang, Hu Qiaomu, Song Yiping and 
Liu Guang, with Chen Yun as secretary and Feng Wenbin as vice‑secretary. In Septem‑
ber 1941, the CCP centre decided on the following composition: Kai Feng, Feng Wenbin, 
Song Yiping, Jiang Nanxiang and Gao Langshan (Zhang et al. 1989, 88; Feng 2010, 26).
2 Trained in the Soviet Union, Ren Bishi had become one of the most important lead‑
ers of the Youth League in the second half of the 1920s (being its secretary from 1927 
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These two meetings were in fact preceded by a proposal submit‑
ted on 25 June by the Central Youth Work Committee to the CCP Sec‑
retariat on reviving the CYL. This document was the result of a dis‑
cussion that had developed among the cadres involved in the regional 
youth work committees under the direction of Ren Bishi (Zheng 1993, 
129; Guo 1992, 142). Entitled “Proposal Regarding the Establish‑
ment of the New Democratic Youth League (Draft)” (Guanyu chengli 
xin minzhuzhuyi qingniantuan jianyi – cao’an 关于成立新民主主义青年

团建议 – 草案), it reported on the youth work situation in areas under 
Communist control and invited the leadership of the CCP to reflect on 
the reconstruction of the Youth League. In many of these areas, very 
few cadres were involved in youth work (none in some areas) and the 
national salvation associations, where still present (for instance, in 
the Shandong area), had exhausted their mission. The document re‑
ported on a situation of neglect and a lack of support and direction 
in youth work, which had spread since 1942. Even when praising the 
work of the youth salvation organisations in mobilising young people 
in areas such as Shandong, the document highlighted the fact that 
these organisations were not strong enough as they were too ‘ordi‑
nary’ (yiban 一般) and ‘broad’ (guangfan 广泛), emphasising the need 
to create an organised nucleus of ‘young activists’ (qingnian jijifenzi 
青年积极分子) in line with the changing needs of the Party and histor‑
ical conditions. Therefore, it called for the establishment of a youth 
organisation firmly under the leadership of the Party, one designed 
to train a “reserve force” for the Party, “assist” the Party and pro‑
mote the youth ‘vanguard role’ (xianfeng zuoyong 先锋作用). It then 
criticised the incorrect standpoint of letting youth work being the 
responsibility of the Party, administrative structures or other mass 
organisations, as well as the past situation in which the CYL was in 
competition with the Party (xianfeng zhuyi 先锋主义, ‘vanguardism’; 
He et al. 1987, 104‑18, in particular 114).

The document made clear that the re‑established Youth League 
should be an organisation with a political and educational nature and 
broader membership requirements than the CCP and former CYL, but 
with ‘stricter’ (yan 严) requirements than current ordinary mass or‑
ganisations, advancing the idea that the membership should ideally 
consist of 25‑30% of all young people and, in terms of social compo‑
sition, have young workers and peasants as its core force.

When it came to the organisational structure, the document de‑
lineated the basic elements that would come to characterise the CYL 
after 1949: the principle of democratic centralism and an organisa‑

to 1928). A member of the Central Committee of the CCP (1927) and of his Political Bu‑
reau (1931), from 1933 to 1938 he was one of the most important political leaders of the 
Red Army and in the 1940s worked closely with Mao Zedong (Klein, Clark 1971, 411‑16).
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tional structure composed of branches and committees at every ad‑
ministrative level, specifying that the organisation would provide 
leadership for youth and children work. Regarding CYL‑CCP rela‑
tions, the document stated that “both at the level of policy and tasks, 
it is under the leadership of the Party, but in daily work, it has its own 
independence, the Party should not intervene”. In addition, the doc‑
ument clarified that Youth League cadres would be appointed with 
the approval of the CCP from the central to the lower levels, and all 
league decisions were to be approved by the Party committee at the 
same level (He et al. 1987, 117‑18). Therefore, this document provided 
the first organisational outline of the CYL structure, which envisaged 
a parallel hierarchy with the CYL dependent at all levels on the CCP.

The document formed a basis for further discussion of youth is‑
sues at the time. The two meetings convened by the Central Secre‑
tariat of the CCP between August and September of that year saw 
the cadres in charge of youth work in the various regions under Com‑
munist control report on the situation at the local level. The discus‑
sion focussed on the question of whether and how the CYL should be 
re‑established, and touched upon leadership issues, the possible de‑
nomination, tasks and nature of the organisation (the minutes, albe‑
it incomplete, are available in Gongqingtuan zhongyang qingyunshi 
gongzuo zhidao weiyuanhui et al. 2002, 564‑88).

At both meetings Ren Bishi stressed that 400 young activists 
(qingnian jiji fenzi 青年积极分子) had emerged in the course of the 
struggle against Japan, representing 20% of the youth population in 
the “liberated areas” across the country, among whom a small num‑
ber had joined the CCP (Gongqingtuan zhongyang qingyunshi gong‑
zuo zhidao weiyuanhui et al. 2002, 576; He et al. 1987, 135, 146). They 
needed to be organised to play a role in guiding the broad masses of 
youth towards the tasks set by the Party. The ideological and politi‑
cal education of future generations was an issue that could not be ig‑
nored when considering a possible Communist takeover, and young 
people had specific interests, problems and characteristics that re‑
quired a targeted organisational effort. According to Zhu De, the ed‑
ucation and training of new generations had to be at the centre of 
the daily work of the reconstituted CYL; young people would receive 
an education in the “new democracy” through practice and concrete 
action, that is, by taking part in production work, agrarian reform, 
and support of the army (He et al. 1987, 124‑6; Zheng 1993, 130).

The talk delivered by Ren Bishi on 26 August touched upon five main 
issues: leadership and work methods, tasks and denomination, nature 
of the proposed organisation, relations with other mass youth organ‑
isations and finally, organisation‑building. Regarding the first point, 
he urged the cadres to beware of mistakes made in the past when per‑
forming youth work, explicitly referring to the tendency of the pre‑
vious CYL to act as a second party (di er dang xianxiang 第二党现象). 
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These mistakes included not only the adoption of a style (van‑
guardism) borrowed from the Party – a tendency that in the period 
of the national revolution (up to 1927) was due to the fact that the 
Youth League had been created before the party and its building had 
preceded that of the CCP in places where the Party had not yet been 
built –, but also the tendency towards ‘youthism’ (qingnianzhuyi 青年

主义) and ‘independence’ (dulixing 独立性) that occurred during the 
war of resistance against Japan. At that time, many youth organisa‑
tions in Communist‑held areas had developed into virtually autono‑
mous groups. As Ren Bishi stated: 

today the CCP leadership is stronger, it is not easy for the Youth 
League to make the mistake of adopting a second party style, but 
if we do not guard against it, discord with the Party may occur.
(Ren 1987, 404)

As such, the CYL, if re‑established, would need to pay attention to the 
characteristics of young people and their suitable working methods 
simply because young people were the target of the Youth League’s 
work. Therefore, education would represent a key concern in youth 
work as the educational training of new generation was considered 
extremely important. Ren Bishi finally referred to the experience of 
the Communist Party of the Soviet Union in leading the Komsomol as 
worth studying by Chinese cadres. Regarding the second issue per‑
taining to basic CYL tasks and denomination, he stated that “the ba‑
sic tasks of the Party are the basic tasks of the Youth League”, and 
since at present this task is “struggling for the new democracy” (wei 
xin minzhuyi er fendou 为新民主主义而奋斗), a denomination such as 
the “New Democratic Youth League” or “Democratic Youth League” 
would be appropriate for providing a broader definition more open to 
different social groups and preventing the organisation from becom‑
ing too narrow. Moreover, he highlighted the political nature of the 
organisation and its role as an assistant to the CCP. If, on one hand, 
the new organisation needed to be much larger than the prior CYL, 
on the other it was necessary to create an advanced nucleus. There‑
fore, Ren Bishi affirmed that other mass youth organisations had to 
be developed, simultaneously with the revived Youth League being 
the pivot. Finally, he addressed the issue of how to proceed with or‑
ganisation‑building in areas under Communist control, stating that 
there was a need to start at a local level, with the local CCP branches 
having a leading role in setting up the corresponding Youth League 
branches (Ren 1987, 404‑5).

The second meeting, held in September, came after Mao Zedong 
had approved the idea of reviving the youth organisation and was 
aimed at further soliciting opinions and addressing the last doubts 
that some cadres still had on the issue. Xu Teli, then member of the 
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CCP Central Committee and Vice‑Director of the Propaganda De‑
partment, addressed the issue of the CCP and adult leadership and 
stated that adults should lead the youth since adults were able to ad‑
dress their specific requests, provide them an education and lead 
them into society and the CCP (He et al. 1987, 158). This raised the 
importance of providing new blood for the Party, but also conveyed 
the idea of the youth as junior and subject to CCP and adult authori‑
ty, which was in line with a major shift in the conception of youth that 
had also emerged from Mao Zedong’s 1939 talk “The Orientation of 
the Youth Movement”, where he had praised the young people’s van‑
guard role, while emphasizing the integration of students with the 
rural masses and the cultivation of the youth rather than their eman‑
cipation (Graziani 2019). During this second meeting, the question 
of youth work in areas still under GMD control was also raised, with 
Ren Bishi (Ren 1987, 406) stating that key importance was to be giv‑
en to winning over the youth in competition with the Three People’s 
Principles Youth Corps (Sanminzhuyi Qingniantuan 三民主义青年团),3 a 
youth organisation that the GMD had launched in 1938, amid the Si‑
no‑Japanese War, as an instrument to strengthen the Party while dis‑
ciplining students and tackling their political activism (Huang 1993; 
Eastman 1984, 89‑107). In general, in his talks during these central 
meetings, Ren Bishi emphasised the need to prevent the league from 
arguing for “independence” and ensured that its responsibilities were 
confined mainly to educating young people and organising them to 
participate in production and construction.

Following these meetings, the Central Youth Work Committee be‑
gan building the organisation in Yan’an, where the first branches 
were created in factories, schools and the countryside. At the same 
time, on 5 November, the Central Committee of the CCP issued a pro‑
posal on building the Democratic Youth League (Zhongyang guanyu ji‑
anli minzhu qingnian tuan de tiyi 中央关于建立民主青年团的提议; Zheng 
1993, 136‑7), which read: 

The Central Committee believes that today a new organisation of 
young activists should be built; this organisation should be larg‑
er [qunzhonghua 群众化] and more rejuvenated [qingnianhua 青年

化) than the past Communist Youth League and should be under 
the leadership of the CCP. Its name will be the Democratic Youth 
League or the New Democratic Youth League. 

3 The issue of the competition with the GMD Youth Corps had been raised a few years 
before by Li Chang, when he proposed the re‑establishment of the CYL considering the 
difficulties that broad and loose youth national salvation corps encountered in win‑
ning over youth. Later, during the Yan’an rectification campaign, he was criticised for 
adopting a “second party style” and for “vanguardism” in youth work (Feng 2010, 27‑9).
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The target of the revived organisation would be young people be‑
tween the ages of 15 and 23, and the organisation would be based on 
the principle of democratic centralism and provide education on the 
thought of Mao Zedong, which had just been elevated to an official 
doctrine at the Seventh CCP National Congress. The document also 
made clear that while “the CCP and the government would not direct‑
ly command the Youth League”, the league would “observe govern‑
ment decisions”, implement government directives and submit itself 
to the CCP leadership and never develop in opposition to the Party 
and government. Moreover, it stated that in ‘liberated’ areas it would 
be built by the youth federation cadres, while the question of wheth‑
er it was needed in GMD‑controlled areas was left open for further 
discussion (Tuan zhongyang qingyunshi yanjiushi et al. 1988, 633‑5).

3 The Experimental Set Up of New Youth Organisations 
in Communist‑Controlled Areas

Based on these decisions, starting in the autumn of 1946, the region‑
al offices of the CCP began the work of building the Democratic Youth 
League on an experimental basis. This process would continue up 
to September 1947, when the Youth League construction in Commu‑
nist‑controlled areas accelerated parallel to the development of the 
agrarian reform (Zheng 1993, 138‑9; Li 2009, 197‑200). In this re‑
gard, important meetings were held: a meeting on the land issue con‑
vened by the CCP Central Committee and a meeting on youth work 
in Communist‑controlled areas convened by the Central Youth Work 
Committee, which discussed the question of Youth League‑building 
and decided to expand and accelerate the process of setting up the 
league while carrying out the land reform. Liu Shaoqi gave instruc‑
tions regarding the work of reviving the Youth League, underlining 
five key issues: 1) education and study as the most important tasks 
of the League; 2) the importance of ideological construction; 3) using 
caution when building the organisation by focussing on the quality 
of youth rather than the quantity; 4) adopting a correct work style, 
which meant having an honest, progressive and revolutionary style 
and serving the people and their interests; and 5) paying attention 
to the training of cadres (Zheng 2004, 131‑2).

Local sections also arose in urban areas. Activities among young 
people became particularly important to the CCP in the struggle 
for the ‘liberation’ of cities. For example, in Beijing, where the ur‑
ban proletariat was very limited, winning over students and intel‑
lectuals became an imperative for Chinese Communists (Yick 1995, 
80‑136). On the other hand, as it has been shown, the ultimate suc‑
cess of the CCP was due to both issues of strategy and the loss of con‑
sensus and credibility that the GMD was facing. Attempts to tame 
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and suppress the student protest movement that had arisen over the 
resumption of the civil war and foreign domination in China caused 
the GMD government to progressively alienate students and intel‑
lectuals (Pepper 1986).

In addition to the sections of the Democratic Youth League, oth‑
er youth organisations also emerged in Communist‑controlled cit‑
ies, including the Youth Federation of Liberated Areas, the Chinese 
chapter of the Soviet‑sponsored World Federation of Democratic 
Youth, that would be renamed the ‘All‑China Youth Federation’ fol‑
lowing a CCP politburo meeting at Xibaipo in September 1948, and 
turned into an umbrella organisation for all youth groups within 
which the Youth League would have a guiding role (Zheng 1993, 
140‑1). In Harbin, the Federation, established as early as August 
1946, led 1400 students in land reform work in suburban areas be‑
tween 1946 and 1948 and 5000 students in propaganda and service 
to soldiers (Pringsheim 1962, 86‑8). By 1948, as the Youth League 
organisations were formally built in Harbin and other cities of the 
Northeast region, more than 80% of the Federation’s members had 
become league members (Li 2009, 194, 198‑9).

Further steps towards the revival of the CYL were taken on the 
eve of the Communist victory in the civil war, when the experimen‑
tal process of building the league had already been extended to Com‑
munist‑controlled areas in the regions of Dongbei, Xibei, Huabei and 
Huadong, despite being organisations with different names, such as 
the Mao Zedong Youth League, Democratic Youth League and New 
Democratic Youth League (Zheng 2004, 132). In September 1948, the 
newly founded Central School (Zhongyang Tuanxiao 中央团校) began 
its first term in Hebei (Pingshan County) as the main centre for the 
education and training of youth cadres, and in December the jour‑
nal Zhongguo qingnian 中国青年 (Chinese Youth), originally founded 
in 1923 as an organ of the Socialist Youth League, resumed publica‑
tion under the direction of the CCP’s Central Youth Work Commit‑
tee and featured an article by Zhu De entitled “The Present Tasks of 
Chinese Youth” (Zhongguo qingnian dangqian de renwu 中国青年当前

的任务; Zheng 2004, 133; Li 2012, 188‑9, 196‑7; Townsend 1967, 15). 
Besides reproducing documents on the youth movement, present‑
ing and commenting on “role models” and promoting discussion on 
certain centrally promoted policies, the journal had to present and 
explain the CCP line in such a way as to obtain the full support of 
young people. As such, this journal would soon become a key tool 
for the political socialisation of the youth in the PRC, becoming an 
official publication of the NDYL Central Committee along with the 
newspaper Zhongguo qingnian bao 中国青年报 (published since 1951; 
Townsend 1967, 24‑6).

Following the experimental operation of the Democratic Youth 
League in Communist‑held areas, on 10 October 1948 the CCP Cen‑



Sinica venetiana 10 150
The Historian’s Gaze, 139‑154

tral Committee announced in a “Circular on the September (Polit‑
buro) Meeting” that the “New Democratic Youth League” would be 
launched in the first half of the following year (Saich 1996, 1322). As a 
result, on 1 January 1949, the Central Committee approved the “Res‑
olution on the Establishment of the New Democratic Youth League”, 
summing up the historical experience of youth work and praising the 
work and positive contributions offered by the various local sections 
that had been experimentally established between 1946 and 1948 in 
enrolling young people in the army, guiding them in the development 
of production and enabling them to take part in agrarian reform and 
cultural activities. The resolution also formally established the na‑
ture and functions of the new organisation in view of the convening 
of the First National Congress:

The New Democratic Youth League is a mass organisation of ad‑
vanced young people who are resolutely fighting for the new de‑
mocracy under the political leadership of the CCP; it is the core 
through which the CCP unites and guides the vast masses of young 
people; it is the school through which the CCP educates young 
people in Marxism‑Leninism. (Tuan zhongyang qingyunshi yan‑
jiushi et al. 1988, 708)

The resolution defined the age limits for joining the organisation 
(15‑25 years) and established that the league had the task of uniting 
and educating the masses of youth as well as organising them in the 
struggle for the liberation of China and for advancing the cause of 
the “new democracy”. Accordingly, it was stipulated that the organ‑
isation had to be broader than the past CYL so as to attract youth 
activists from all “democratic classes”. While expanding its mass 
base, it was nevertheless to remain an organisation of advanced ac‑
tivists, thus being different from ordinary youth groups: “Only by 
organising activists among Chinese youth, we can provide the vast 
masses of youth with a strong nucleus” (Tuan zhongyang qingyun‑
shi yanjiushi et al. 1988, 708). It was further explained that mem‑
bership in the league was to be voluntary and indications were al‑
so given on how to proceed with the organisational construction in 
cities, factories, the army, schools and elsewhere. After the resolu‑
tion was approved, a committee headed by Ren Bishi was formed 
to perform the preparatory work for the convening of the Nation‑
al Congress that would formally inaugurate the new organisation a 
few months later (Li 2009, 200‑2).

Sofia Graziani
Towards a New Political Order



Sofia Graziani
Towards a New Political Order

Sinica venetiana 10 151
The Historian’s Gaze, 139‑154

4 Conclusions

Since 1949, the league has played a crucial role in the political mo‑
bilisation and socialisation of young people, becoming a key group in 
the landscape of official PRC youth associations. Its functions, role 
and structure have very much resembled the Komsomol model, with 
the CCP maintaining a strong influence on youth policy decisions and 
cadre development. This essay has shown that, while CYL antecedents 
dated back to the early 1920s, it was only after the Sino‑Japanese War, 
in the context of the CCP‑GMD struggle for control of China, that the 
question of establishing the Youth League as a distinct but politically 
subordinated organisation arose, and the major features of its organ‑
isation and design emerged. Realising the importance of strengthen‑
ing its leadership over youth work and disciplining young people, the 
CCP decided to experimentally set up new organisations in ways that 
would also limit the league’s development and accumulation of pow‑
er vis‑à‑vis the party. This process was started at a time when the na‑
tional salvation youth organisations created in the mid and late 1930s 
had outlived their usefulness and was driven by an awareness that the 
progressive youth that had emerged in the course of fighting against 
Japan needed to be organised and disciplined in view of the Commu‑
nist seizure of power. The idea of a highly hierarchical and centralised 
organisation subordinated to the CCP also grew out of discussions fo‑
cussed on the need to prevent those erroneous tendencies that had 
in fact characterised the early organisational experience of the CYL.
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The relation between Chinese history and the two world wars is a 
quite complicated and multi‑faceted historical subject. To focus on 
one specific aspect, this essay outlines the most basic aspect of Chi‑
na’s relations with the League of Nations and the United Nations 
during and following the two wars, offering some interpretations. 
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The choice to focus on relations with international organisations is 
due to the fact that the bilateral relations between China and each 
individual country were extremely diverse, which makes generali‑
sations difficult. Conversely, as international organisations gather 
many countries, they can best be seen as representing Chinese re‑
lations with the outside world.1

The construction of a modern nation‑state owes much to the efforts 
of all internal forces to build a modern country as well as to the coun‑
try’s relationship with the world and its recognition by other coun‑
tries. Consequently, China’s changing international status should al‑
so be measured against this standard.

The two world wars were the most important international events 
in the first half of the twentieth century, shaping global history. After 
World War I and World War II, the two largest, most important and 
most influential international organisations in modern times were 
established, respectively the League of Nations and the United Na‑
tions. The relations of China with these new organisations, as well 
as its role within them, are emblematic of the transformation of Chi‑
na’s international status and the degree to which China is accepted 
and recognised by the outside world.

1 China and the League of Nations (World War I)

In 1912, the Republic of China was established, and through its new 
face as Asia’s first democratic republic, China’s international status 
had slightly improved, although it basically remained the ‘banquet’ of 
a club of international powers. In 1915, Japan forced Yuan Shikai 袁世

凯 to sign the Twenty‑One Demands. This humiliating treaty, signed 
without being the consequence of an actual military conflict and de‑
feat, was quite unusual in modern China, and aroused a widespread 
popular anger. The day the Twenty‑One Demands were signed, 9 May, 
was subsequently considered as the ‘day of national humiliation’.

On 28 July 1914, Austria–Hungary declared war on Serbia, and 
World War I broke out. Because the war took place in distant Europe 
(China initially called it the ‘European War’), it had little direct rela‑
tionship with China. After the war broke out, on 6 August 1914, the 
Chinese government claimed its neutrality in the European conflict. 

The contribution was translated from Chinese by Laura De Giorgi.

1 A preliminary version of this essay was presented as a keynote speech entitled “Ap‑
proaching to the Center: China’s Steps to the International Stage” at the international 
conference 1919‑1949: The Birth of Modern China, jointly organised in Venice in Decem‑
ber 2019 by the Department of Asian and North African Studies of Università Ca’ Fos‑
cari and by the Research Center for Chiang Kai‑shek and Modern China of Zhejiang 
University. The original draft has been substantially revised by the Author.
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In those years, China was going through the era of Yuan Shikai and, 
after his death, the warlord period. Both warring parties in the Eu‑
ropean conflict wanted to win over China. Intense political debates 
took place in China over whether to participate in the war. In the end, 
China declared war on Germany and Austria–Hungary on 14 August 
1917, and sided with the Triple Entente. The United Kingdom, the 
United States, Japan, Italy and other countries of the Allied Powers 
expressed their welcome and declared that they would do their best 
to help China enjoy “the proper status and preferential treatment of 
a major country” in the world (Shi 1994, 130). Although China did not 
send soldiers to fight in Europe, it provided a large amount of food to 
the Allied Powers and sent 140,000 Chinese workers to France and 
other places to serve on the front lines. About 20,000 Chinese na‑
tionals died in foreign countries. Fortunately, the Allies won the war.

According to Xu Guoqi, China’s participation in World War I was 
of great significance, “marking the beginning of the Chinese peo‑
ple’s real search for internationalisation and a new national identi‑
ty” (2005, transl. by Ma 2019, 1).

As a victorious country, China participated in the Paris Peace Con‑
ference: “For the first time China put forward its appeal for equality 
to the world, expressing its desire to join the international commu‑
nity as an equal member” (Xu 2005 transl. by Ma 2019, 1).

In January 1919, the peace conference took place in Paris, and rep‑
resentatives from 27 countries, including China, attended it. Before 
the meeting, US President Thomas Woodrow Wilson put forward the 
Fourteen Principles as a programme for establishing world peace. 
The Chinese had great expectations of the Paris Peace Conference, 
believing that victory in World War I had been the victory of justice 
over arrogance, that the peace conference would uphold justice, and 
that China would regain all the rights it had lost. A Chinese transla‑
tion of President Wilson’s wartime speeches became very popular. 
Intellectual circles were optimistic about the future. The President 
of Beijing University, Cai Yuanpei 蔡元培, delivered a speech in Tian‑
anmen Square, claiming that from then on, “the obscurantism of in‑
equality at all international levels will be eliminated and substitut‑
ed by enlightenment” (Shi 1994, 151).

At the Paris Peace Conference, the Chinese delegation submitted 
several memoranda on the Shandong question and on its wishes, re‑
questing the abolition of the privileges of foreign powers in China and 
the recovery of its rights and interests in Shandong. But at the confer‑
ence, the great powers not only rejected China’s legitimate requests 
but also transferred the pre‑war German privileges in Shandong to Ja‑
pan. When the news of China’s ‘diplomatic failure’ at the Paris Peace 
Conference reached the country, Chinese intellectuals were greatly dis‑
appointed, and the well‑known May Fourth Movement took place. The 
Chinese representatives even refused to sign the Treaty of Versailles.
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However, if we look at the historical significance of the event, 
China’s participation in the Paris Peace Conference represented a 
huge progress. First, it was the first time that China participated in 
a large‑scale multilateral international conference, attending it as a 
victorious country. Moreover, regarding the Paris Peace Conference 
itself, China was partially successful in presenting a new national im‑
age to the world, and it also participated in the process of creating a 
new world order. Secondly, whereas in most bilateral or multilateral in‑
ternational negotiations in which it had previously participated, China 
had been forced to concede land for compensation and its sovereign‑
ty had been damaged, at the Paris Peace Conference, China made it 
clear to the whole world for the first time that it wanted to amend un‑
equal treaties and to strive for equal international status. Although 
the goal was not achieved, the most important first step was taken.

World War I brought opportunities for the rapid development of Chi‑
na’s industry and commerce. During the conflict, due to disputes be‑
tween the great powers, their attention to investments in the East di‑
minished. Conversely, especially in sectors such as grain processing 
and textiles, China’s light industry developed rapidly and the number 
of enterprises increased. This was the ‘golden age’ of China’s nation‑
al capitalist development. As a victorious country, China stopped pay‑
ing the high indemnities for the Boxer Protocol. This protocol, signed 
in 1901, stipulated that China had to pay foreign powers a total of 450 
million silver taels (including interest of about 980 million taels). Fol‑
lowing its participation in World War I, China suspended the payment 
of indemnity to some allies; by declaring war on Germany and Austria, 
it terminated the payment of indemnities to these enemy countries; 
and with the Russian Revolution in 1917 and the fall of Tsarist power, 
the newly established Soviet Union and China agreed that the latter 
would no longer have to pay compensation. Overall, this was a consid‑
erable result, permitting China’s exhausted finances to take a breath.

On 10 January 1920, the day the Treaty of Versailles came into ef‑
fect, the League of Nations was established. All countries that had 
declared war on the German and Austrian coalition during the Great 
War and several newly established countries were its founding mem‑
bers. The League of Nations was the first universal international or‑
ganisation in human history with the purpose of maintaining world 
peace and security. It was also the largest international organisation 
after World War I, with more than fifty member states at its largest and 
with headquarters situated in Geneva. Due to China’s refusal to sign 
the Treaty of Versailles, it failed to join the League of Nations at the 
beginning, but it became a member on 29 June 1920, after signing the 
Treaty of Saint‑Germain against the former Austro‑Hungarian Empire.

By adhering to the League of Nations, China had become a mem‑
ber of an international organisation for the first time. At that time, 
however, civil wars were still frequent and the North and South were 
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divided. For these reasons, the Republic of China was incapable of 
playing its proper role in the League of Nations and often even de‑
layed the payment of its membership dues. The Western powers that 
dominated the League of Nations did not care much about Far East 
affairs. F.P. Walters, who was the Deputy Secretary‑General of the 
League, recalled that Western countries were “unwilling to listen” to 
the speeches of the Chinese representatives at the conference (1952,  
transl. by Han Ao, Nin Jing 1964, 370). 

In 1928, after the Nationalist government completed China’s na‑
tional unification, it began to establish a closer relationship with the 
League of Nations. The League established a technical cooperation 
committee with China and sent Ludwik W. Rajchman, Director of 
the Health Organization, to China as a technical cooperation repre‑
sentative. Rajchman inspected the science, health and agriculture 
sectors in China and submitted a report to the League Council. Sub‑
sequently, the League sent several experts in healthcare and agri‑
cultural technology to China. Chiang Kai‑shek 蒋介石 was not fully 
satisfied with this outcome, as he had hoped that the League would 
play a role in helping China abolish the unequal treaties. As he told 
the League of Nations representative, 

China is subjected to unequal treaties, and it is the League of Na‑
tion’s responsibility if it still permits that one of its members en‑
dures these unequal conditions; this is a shame for the League. 
The association’s prestige and capacity depend on whether it can 
help China to cancel these treaties.2

On 18 September 1931, Japan invaded Manchuria. Chiang Kai‑shek 
refused to negotiate directly with Japan, accepted Rajchman’s sug‑
gestions and instructed Shi Zhaoji 施肇基, the Chinese representa‑
tive to the League of Nations, to file a complaint with the Council, 
requesting that the League send an investigation team. Chiang nour‑
ished great hopes in the League of Nations, and he concluded that it 
would support China: “This time the League of Nations came out and 
intervened. If our country is able to be united in its relations with 
the outside world, China will have no personality, and the shame will 
not end”.3 The League of Nations accepted China’s appeal and sent 
an investigation team to Manchuria, headed by Victor Bulwer‑Lyt‑
ton, to understand the actual situation of Japan’s invasion of China.

2 Chiang Kai‑shek 蒋介石 (1931). Chiang Kai‑shek Riji 蒋介石日记 (Chiang Kai‑shek’s Di‑
ary), 3 April [handwritten]. The original is preserved in the Hoover Institution Library 
& Archives, Stanford University. 
3 Chiang Kai‑shek 蒋介石 (1931). Chiang Kai‑shek Riji 蒋介石日记 (Chiang Kai‑shek’s 
Diary), 23 September [handwritten].
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In October 1932, the Report of the Lytton Commission of Inquiry 
was published simultaneously in Tokyo, Nanjing and Geneva. The re‑
port affirmed that Manchuria was a part of China’s territory. It also 
offered a more objective account of the 18 September Incident and 
the Manchukuo puppet state, stating that China had been invaded. 
With forty votes in favour and only Japan voting against, the League 
of Nations’ General Assembly issued a statement based on Lytton’s 
report, denying the legal status of Manchukuo and demanding that 
Japan return Manchuria to China. When the report of the League of 
Nations was approved, Chiang commented: “Yesterday, the League 
of Nations proposed to recognise the Chinese sovereignty on Man‑
churia and not recognised Manchukuo’s puppet state. Its attitude is 
quite good”.4 Of course, many Chinese were not satisfied with the 
report of the League of Nations and believed that Japan should be 
strongly condemned. Japan was greatly dissatisfied with the League 
of Nations’ report and announced its withdrawal from the League 
on 27 March 1933. This is evidence that th League of Nations report 
was favourable to China.

The attitude of the League of Nations towards the Sino‑Japanese 
dispute reflected how difficult the choice between China and Japan 
was for Western powers at that time. That is to say, it was impossible 
to have both. Should they choose the relatively mature Japanese mar‑
ket or the immature Chinese one that had, however, already shown 
unlimited potential? Western countries were not yet willing to lose 
the Japanese market, nor did they want to offend Japan, but they had 
begun to put China and Japan on both sides of the scales and weigh 
them. This was unthinkable in the past, even at the Paris Peace Con‑
ference just twelve years earlier.

2 China and the United Nations (World War II)

In July 1937, the Japanese war of aggression against China broke out. 
While resisting alone with its own forces, China sought for interna‑
tional assistance. On 12 September, Gu Weijun 顾维钧 (also known 
as Wellington Koo), the chief representative of the Republic of Chi‑
na to the League of Nations, formally filed a complaint, requesting 
that the League of Nations take appropriate and necessary meth‑
ods and actions in accordance with the relevant provisions of the as‑
sociation in order to stop Japan’s war of aggression against China. 
Later, denouncing the large‑scale bombing atrocities committed by 
the Japanese invaders, the Chinese representative proposed that the 

4 Chiang Kai‑shek 蒋介石 (1932). Chiang Kai‑shek Riji 蒋介石日记 (Chiang Kai‑shek’s 
Diary), 14 February [handwritten].
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League of Nations declare Japan an ‘aggressive country’ in accord‑
ance with the covenant and that member states take specific meas‑
ures to sanction Japan.

The League of Nations’ Far Eastern Advisory Committee passed a 
resolution condemning the atrocities of Japanese planes shelling Chi‑
na’s undefended cities and killing civilians. On 6 October 1937, the 
General Assembly of the League of Nations officially approved a res‑
olution declaring that Japan’s military actions against China violat‑
ed the obligations of the Nine‑Power Treaty and the Kellogg–Briand 
Pact; it suggested that a summit of the countries in the Nine‑Pow‑
er Treaty should take place as early as possible as a way to seek an 
agreement and to end the conflict; it recommended that member 
states express moral assistance to China and refrain from taking 
any actions that might damage China’s resistance and increase Chi‑
na’s difficulties in this conflict; it also requested that member states 
attempt to assist China individually (Hong 2009).

In comparison with the Report of the Lytton Commission of Inquiry 
in 1932, this time the League of Nations showed a clearer attitude to‑
wards Japan’s invasion of China, as it publicly condemned it and en‑
couraged member states to aid China. However, the League of Nations 
knew that its binding force was very weak, so it proposed to convene 
a summit of the Nine‑Power Treaty’s countries to solve the problem.

As China was also assisting in the decline of the League of Nations, 
the focal point in winning international support consequently shift‑
ed to another multilateral international organisation: the Nine‑Power 
Treaty. The Nine‑Power Treaty is the shortened name of the Nine‑Na‑
tion Treaty on Principles and Policies Applicable to China’s Events, 
adopted at an international conference held in Washington in 1922. 
It had the nature of an international agreement. The core principle of 
the Nine‑Power Treaty was the ‘open door and equal opportunities’ 
policy for all countries in China. It emphasised that China should be 
open to all countries, but it also had a certain binding effect on coun‑
tries (especially Japan) that dreamed of monopolising China. In the 
following years, several countries joined the pact, and by 1937, there 
were 19 signatories to the Nine‑Power Treaty.

When the news of the upcoming meeting of the Nine‑Power Trea‑
ty’s members was published, the Battle of Shanghai was taking place 
fiercely. To gain the support of the countries within the Nine‑Power 
Treaty, Chiang Kai‑shek even ordered a gradual loss of initiative on 
the battlefield, but the Chinese troops that were supposed to with‑
draw from Shanghai continued to fight to the death. China did not 
have extravagant expectations that a resolution of the Nine‑Nation 
Treaty would sanction Japanese aggression, but it hoped that this 
would make a resolution of the League of Nations condemning Japan 
a reality. More concretely, it hoped that the governments and soci‑
eties of the participating countries would step up their unanimous 
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economic sanctions against Japan (actively boycotting Japanese prod‑
ucts) and that they would not passively help Japan with their financial 
and material resources. Moreover, China asked the major powers for 
loans for war expenses and armaments to help China.

In November 1937, a meeting of the Nine‑Power Treaty’s members 
was held in Brussels. In discussing the Sino–Japanese War, the meet‑
ing did not consider the adoption of several suggestions put forward 
by the Chinese delegation, especially the four suggestions on econom‑
ic sanctions against Japan. The final declaration adopted at the meet‑
ing merely reiterated the principles of the Nine‑Power Treaty and the 
importance of peace, inviting China and Japan to stop the war and 
adopt a peaceful procedure. Between China and Japan, the Nine‑Pow‑
er Treaty organisation faced the same difficult choice as the League 
of Nations, and did not issue the resolution that China expected.

Even after the outbreak of the war in Europe in September 1939, it 
was still difficult for the United Kingdom, the United States and other 
countries to make a clear choice between China and Japan. They did 
not dare to offend Japan and openly support China, and they some‑
times even tried to appease Japan at the expense of China’s interests.

On 7 December 1941, more than four years after China had fought 
alone against Japan, Japan attacked Pearl Harbor, and the Pacific 
War broke out. At this time, the strategic value of China’s battle‑
field against Japan was highlighted, and the United States, the Unit‑
ed Kingdom and other countries quickly became allies of China. On 
31 December 1941, US President Franklin D. Roosevelt sent a tele‑
gram to Chiang Kai‑shek, proposing that Chiang become the Supreme 
Commander of the Allied Forces in the China Theatre, commanding 
the Allies at that moment or in future operations in China, Vietnam 
and Thailand. This was the first time that a Chinese leader had been 
given command by an international military alliance. Subsequently, 
the Chinese army entered Burma to cooperate with the British army 
in fighting the Japanese.

On New Year’s Day 1942, Hu Shi 胡适, the Chinese ambassador to 
the United States, signed the joint declaration of the United States, 
the United Kingdom, the Soviet Union and China against the Ax‑
is Powers. This was the sign of China’s entry into the ranks of the 
‘world’s top four’. Subsequently, in the United States, the White 
House announced the Joint Declaration of the United Nations signed 
by the United States, the United Kingdom, the Soviet Union, China 
and 22 other anti‑Axis countries. The governments of the signato‑
ry countries pledged to use all their military and economic resourc‑
es in the fight against fascist countries and to cooperate closely in 
the war, never concluding an armistice or peace with the enemy on 
their own. President Roosevelt proposed to list the United States, 
China, the United Kingdom and the Soviet Union ahead of the other 
22 countries. For the first time, China nominally achieved the status 
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of a great power equal to that of the United States, the Soviet Union 
and the United Kingdom (Sherwood 1948 transl. by She 1980, 19).

In the autumn of 1942, China signed new separate treaties with 
the United Kingdom and the United States, which announced the ab‑
olition of colonial privileges, such as extraterritorial rights in China. 
In addition, China declared war on Japan and Germany, and the bi‑
lateral unequal treaties imposed on China by the great powers basi‑
cally lost their effectiveness.

On 30 October 1943, at the meeting of the foreign ministers in 
Moscow, the United States, the United Kingdom and the Soviet Un‑
ion signed the Declaration of the Four Powers on Universal Securi‑
ty, which clearly stated that they would jointly establish a new inter‑
national organisation as soon as possible and established the idea 
that the four major powers would be the centre of gravity of this in‑
ternational organisation. For China, this further confirmed its sta‑
tus as a great power following the Declaration of the United Nations. 
In his congratulatory message to the leaders of the three major pow‑
ers, Chiang Kai‑shek said the following:

To hear the news of the signing of the joint declaration of the four 
countries, made me and the whole country and army happy. This 
historically important document shows the righteousness of fight‑
ing aggression to the whole world. It not only strengthens the co‑
operation between our four countries to achieve common beliefs, 
but also guarantees the establishment of international peace and 
universal security for peace‑loving nations all over the world. This 
is a great contribution to the future of the world. (Qin 1981, 815) 

In November 1943, Chiang Kai‑shek, China’s wartime leader, attend‑
ed the Cairo Conference and discussed important issues such as the 
war against Japan and post‑war arrangements with US President 
Roosevelt and British Prime Minister Winston Churchill. It was the 
first time in history that a Chinese leader sat on an equal footing with 
the leaders of world powers to discuss international plans.

At the Dumbarton Oaks Conference from late September to early 
October 1944, the United States, the United Kingdom, the Soviet Union 
and China reached an agreement on the goals and structure for the es‑
tablishment of a world organisation, and the United Nations blueprint 
was drawn. On 13 February 1945, Chiang Kai‑shek was very happy to 
learn through a call from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs that the Unit‑
ed States, the United Kingdom and the Soviet Union would establish 
the United Nations to maintain world peace and security. He consid‑
ered this “the first note of victory for the New Year” and thanked God.

On 25 April 1945, the representatives of fifty countries gathered 
in San Francisco to discuss the drafting of the Charter of the United 
Nations, and the Chinese delegation was among them. On 25 June, 
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the General Assembly adopted the United Nations Charter, which 
was the legal basis for the establishment of the United Nations. The 
Charter stipulates that the United States, the United Kingdom, the 
Soviet Union, China, and France are permanent members of the Unit‑
ed Nations Security Council. The Chinese delegation, listed first al‑
phabetically among the four sponsoring countries, was the first to 
sign the Charter. When Chiang Kai‑shek heard the news, he was very 
happy and wrote that the “ratification of the UN Charter is a major 
event in the world”.5

In fact, in the process of participating in the preparation of the 
United Nations, China had quite a sober and prudent understanding 
of its ‘status as a great power’. When Chiang Kai‑shek was invited 
to participate in the Dumbarton Oaks Conference, he told President 
Roosevelt that if there were no representatives of the Eastern peo‑
ples, “this conference would lose its meaning to half of the world’s hu‑
man beings” (Qin 1981, 828). This meant that China positioned itself 
in the meeting as a ‘representative of the Eastern peoples’. During 
the preparation process for the United Nations, Chinese represent‑
atives often spoke from the standpoint of a small and weak country. 
Sun Fo 孙科 told the media that the Chinese people should regard 
obtaining the status of a great power as a “duty rather than a right” 
and that, being a duty rather than a right, China wanted to catch up 
with advanced countries, keep pace with world powers such as the 
United Kingdom and the United States, the Soviet Union and the fu‑
ture France, and jointly assume responsibility for maintaining world 
peace (Zhongyang ribao 1945).

It has been said that China’s victory in the War of Resistance 
against Japanese Aggression was a ‘tragic victory’. In fact, China did 
not yet have the strength to become a world power. It became one of 
the four powers as the result of President Roosevelt’s promotion of 
the US strategy, but China was a great power only illusorily. Howev‑
er, if we consider the historical process described above, China be‑
gan by fighting Japan alone, then formed a military alliance with the 
anti‑fascist countries, then its leader participated in international 
negotiations, and finally became the founding country of an interna‑
tional organisation. Measured by these events, China’s status as an 
important member of the international community after World War II 
is unquestionable.

5 Chiang Kai‑shek 蒋介石 (1945). Chiang Kai‑shek Riji 蒋介石日记 (Chiang Kai‑shek’s 
Diary), 25 August [handwritten].
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3 Conclusions

If we look at modern China’s efforts and its struggle for equal status 
in the international community as a curve, the period from 1840 to 
1911 represents the first stage, in which China essentially sank and 
hovered at the bottom. The 1911 Revolution and the founding of the 
Republic of China forms the second stage of the curve, which Chi‑
na began to climb with difficulty, accelerating after 1919 and then 
reaching the peak in 1945.

The two world wars led to great changes in the world order. The 
United States was the greatest beneficiary. They successfully re‑
placed the United Kingdom as the new world hegemonic power. Chi‑
na played a certain role in the two world wars (particularly by be‑
coming an important ally in World War II). It sided with the victorious 
countries and reaped many benefits. The two world wars allowed Chi‑
na’s international status to achieve a qualitative leap: from being an 
outsider to modern international organisations, it joined these in‑
ternational organisations and then became a founder, a permanent 
member of the Security Council and one of the ‘big four’. From be‑
ing insulted and bullied to being respected and becoming an equal 
member of the international community, China’s efforts to step onto 
the international stage have achieved remarkable results.

In search of the reasons for this ‘successful’ path, we can identi‑
fy the following domestic and international aspects. At the domestic 
level, after the founding of the Republic, China gradually changed its 
traditional worldview of seeing itself as the ‘centre of the world’ and 
embarked on the path of building a unified and independent modern 
country, striving to integrate with the world. By working hard, China 
made the world realise that it possessed the basic qualities of a mod‑
ern country and had bright market prospects. In vol. 13 of The Cam‑
bridge History of China, Republican China: 1912‑1949, J.K. Fairbank 
writes about China’s new attitude: “From the autumn of 1936, a new 
sense of optimism and national unity permeated the whole country” 
(Fairbank, Feuerwerker 1986, transl. by Yang Pinquan 1993, 181). If 
we compare the psychological attitude of the Chinese in the 1900s 
and the 1930s, the latter is obviously more optimistic than the former.

At the international level, faced with the rare opportunities offered 
by the two world wars, China made the right choice in the contest 
between two groups of world powers in an era of great transforma‑
tion, siding with the major countries that represented progress and 
thus sharing the fruits of victory. Of course, after joining the Allies, 
China also contributed to the alliance, particularly with its sacrific‑
es and hardships in the War of Resistance against Japanese Aggres‑
sion, which were widely praised by the Allies.
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Abstract As a result of the People’s Republic of China’s increasing interdependence 
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1 Introduction 

As China rises as a world superpower and wants to have a greater 
say on international issues, whether on security, climate, or global 
governance, it becomes crucial to try to understand its foreign poli‑
cy decision‑making process, and above all the actors involved in the 
process. For many years after the People’s Republic of China (PRC) 
was founded, the way this process functioned remained almost unin‑
telligible, and most scholars and analysts “had to piece together snip‑
pets of information to identify the actors and institutions in China’s 
foreign policy apparatus” (Zhao 2020, 85). 



Sinica venetiana 10 168
The Historian’s Gaze, 167‑182

The initiation of the ‘Reform and Opening‑up policies’ (Gaige 
Kaifang Zhengce 改革开放政策) in the late 1970s represented a turn‑
ing point for contemporary China. The country opened up to the 
world through a process of growing international involvement, and 
scholars were given new opportunities to study China’s foreign pol‑
icy decision‑making process. While a lack of transparency and high 
level of secretiveness remained huge barriers, scholars have been 
able to collect more information, both directly from Chinese pub‑
lications and from insiders in the Chinese system (mainly retired 
Chinese diplomats), and put together an increasingly accurate (or 
at least less confused) picture of the Chinese foreign policy‑makers 
and their interactions with bureaucratic institutions. From Doak Bar‑
nett’s studies of China’s foreign policy institutions (1985) to the stud‑
ies of the country’s foreign policy process by Lu Ning (1997) and those 
on the effects of various factors on its external behaviour from differ‑
ent perspectives (Lampton 2001; Hao, Su 2005; Rozman 2012; Zhang 
2016) and the challenges of Chinese foreign policy decision‑making 
(Yun 2013), to the most recent studies by Zhu Zhiqun (2020), David 
Shambaugh (2020), Shaun Breslin (2021), and Peter Martin (2021), 
research on Chinese foreign policy decision‑making has proliferat‑
ed. These studies have made a major contribution towards advancing 
academic understanding of Chinese foreign policy decision‑making 
mechanisms and bringing out the role played by a myriad of actors, 
in addition to the Party‑state, which maintains the key role as the 
final decision‑maker, and well beyond the Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
(MFA) – the government agency that is officially responsible for State 
diplomacy – thus challenging the conventional wisdom that China is 
a unitary player in international affairs. 

China’s authoritarian political system gives the Party‑state and its 
paramount leaders immense power in the making of policy, includ‑
ing foreign policy. Mao Zedong, Deng Xiaoping, and Xi Jinping are the 
three most powerful paramount leaders in the history of the PRC, and 
they have played a fundamental role in Chinese foreign policy over the 
years, contributing to transforming it from a revolutionary diplomacy 
to a developmental diplomacy, and then to a big‑power diplomacy (Zhao 
2020, 86). As Xi Jinping (2017) himself pointed out at the Nineteenth 
CCP National Congress in October 2017, while Mao made the Chinese 
people stand up (zhan qilai 站起来), and Deng made them prosper (fu 
qilai 富起来), he was going to make China strong (qiang qilai 强起来).

It was precisely by virtue of the fact that Mao was viewed as the 
‘saviour’ of the country, who restored its long‑desired sovereignty, 
unity, and independence and put an end to the notorious ‘century of 
shame and humiliation’ (bainian chiru 百年耻辱), that he always had 
the first and last word in all matters pertaining to both domestic 
and foreign politics. For Mao, in fact, there was no such thing as an 
insignificant matter in diplomatic affairs, and everything had to be 
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reported to and decided by the Central Committee. As such, the role 
of the Foreign Ministry, which was headed by Premier Zhou Enlai 
from 1949 to 1958, was defined as “keeping the central leadership 
well informed of China’s external situation and carrying out the cen‑
tral leadership’s decisions” (Chen 2001, 10‑12).

Emerging from the chaos of the Cultural Revolution, Deng Xiaop‑
ing played a critical role in transforming the country by downsizing 
the role of ideology and placing a strong emphasis on the moderni‑
sation of the country’s economy and its opening up to the world, in 
order to transform China into an active member of the international 
community. Despite the fact that he was never the Party’s General 
Secretary/Chairman and held no other top government positions – he 
‘only’ controlled the military as Chairman of the Central Military 
Commission –, he had great authority because of his personal stat‑
ure, connections, and extensive experience. In terms of foreign poli‑
cy decision‑making, Deng’s model had much in common with the one 
used under Mao, as both shared a distinctly authoritarian charac‑
teristic. However, while power‑making under Mao was characterised 
by vertical authoritarianism, under Deng it gradually evolved into a 
horizontal form (Zhao 1992). To replace the previous one‑man model, 
Deng initiated a decentralisation process to delegate authority to the 
bureaucracy and sought to build a ‘collective leadership’ ( jiti juece 
集体决策)1 with a group of senior leaders making decisions jointly, as 
Reform and Opening‑up expanded the Chinese foreign policy agenda 
and brought an increasing number of players into the foreign policy 
decision‑making process. Nonetheless, key national security deci‑
sions remained a privilege that was reserved for Deng personally.

When Xi Jinping arrived at Zhongnanhai and consolidated his pow‑
er – by reducing the PBSC from nine to seven members, abolishing 
the term limit on his presidency, and eliminating his rivals through a 
harsh anti‑corruption campaign – the ‘collective leadership’ quickly 
became a distant memory. In fact, Xi rapidly concentrated immense 
power in himself as the ‘core’ (hexin 核心) of the leadership,2 and 
immediately abandoned Deng’s low‑profile diplomacy in favour of a 
pro‑active big‑power diplomacy with Chinese characteristics aimed 
at transforming the mission of PRC’s diplomacy, from setting a peace‑
ful environment conducive to domestic development to one that push‑
es for the expansion of the country’s global reach, with the ultimate 
goal of achieving the so‑called ‘China dream of the great rejuvenation 

1 A truly collective leadership was only implemented after Deng’s retirement in the 
early 1990s. His successors did not have Deng’s personal authority, and thus played a 
role of primus inter pares among the members of the Politburo Standing Committee 
(PBSC) (Zhao 2020, 88).
2 A title assigned to Mao Zedong, Deng Xiaoping, and Jiang Zemin, but not to Hu Jintao.
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of the Chinese nation’ (Zhonghua minzu weida fuxing de zhongguo 
meng 中华民族伟大复兴的中国梦).

Much has been written about the process of centralisation of power 
in the hands of Xi Jinping. For the purposes of this essay, it is impor‑
tant to underline that this shift has contributed to the creation of a 
common global perception that the leadership of the CCP under Xi 
dictates the country’s foreign policy agenda. This is true only in part, 
however: in fact, Chinese political decision‑making is currently driv‑
en by a range of interests and shaped by different stakeholders. Thus, 
while Xi Jinping has accumulated enormous power comparable only 
to that of the ‘Great Helmsman’, there are other actors with varying 
degrees of autonomy and ability to intervene in the foreign policy deci‑
sion‑making process. In other words, while acknowledging the role of 
the CCP and its paramount leader in critical foreign affairs decisions, 
the reality is that such decisions are often the result of “seeking the 
broadest consensus among a myriad of actors” (Yu, Ridout 2021, 2).

The body of literature on China’s pluralistic decision‑making in 
foreign affairs is growing steadily, but it is still limited compared 
to the very many people who see China as a monolithic entity, due 
especially to the fact that the specificities of the Chinese system 
and the complexities of the decision‑making process in Beijing’s 
political establishment remain difficult to investigate, especially for 
non‑Chinese speakers. The reality is actually quite different: Chi‑
na’s approach to foreign policy became increasingly pluralistic under 
Deng Xiaoping, whose administration introduced landmark economic 
reforms that led to decentralisation across all types of policy‑making 
at both the national and provincial levels. In particular, the new Con‑
stitution adopted in 1982 redefined the prerogatives of central and 
local governments and increased the agency of provinces in the Chi‑
nese political economy. A good example of this is the central govern‑
ment’s decision to allow local governments to commit to large‑scale 
investment projects without first receiving authorisation (Yu, Rid‑
out 2021, 13). Consequently, many provinces, especially those on the 
coasts and borders, began to use their limited autonomy to engage 
directly with foreign governments and major multinational corpo‑
rations, signing commercial agreements, attracting foreign invest‑
ments, and enhancing their international profiles (Chen, Jian 2009, 6).

As a result of the PRC’s increasing interdependence with the glob‑
al arena and its growing foreign policy interests, the Chinese foreign 
policy decision‑making process has seen the emergence of a plurality 
of actors who want their voices to be heard and to attempt to influ‑
ence the top leadership’s decisions. This list includes both govern‑
mental and non‑governmental actors, from Leading Small Groups 
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(LSGs)3 to various ministries, and from the business sector – main‑
ly energy companies and financial institutions – to research groups, 
think tanks, netizens, and NGOs, resulting in a “cacophony of voic‑
es” (Jakobson, Knox 2010, vi). In this process, while the Communist 
Party, in particular its highest body (the Politburo Standing Commit‑
tee), has retained the ultimate decision‑making power, the MFA has 
confirmed its “secondary role” as merely one actor “among others”, 
and not necessarily the most important (Jakobson, Knox 2010, VI).

Owing to space limitations, this essay will deal with only the most 
relevant new actors (sub‑national governments, businesses, research 
institutes and think tanks, and netizens), and reflect on the grow‑
ing marginalisation of the MFA to the benefit of other ministries and 
government agencies. Finally, it will seek to reflect on the dysfunc‑
tions that the presence of so many actors and voices might cause in 
Chinese foreign policy decision‑making and assess the current situ‑
ation, which sees China as a world superpower that wishes to secure 
a growing say in global governance.

2 The Emergence of New Players  
in the Foreign Policy Decision‑Making Process

In his 2013 study on how China is walking the path towards becom‑
ing a major power, David Shambaugh (2013, 62) identified five con‑
centric circles in Chinese foreign policy decision‑making that have 
emerged in recent decades: senior leader, ministries, intelligence 
and research institutions, local governments and corporations, and 
society. More specifically, other scholars have distinguished between 
traditional and non‑traditional actors or governmental and non‑gov‑
ernmental actors (Jakobson, Knox 2010; Hao, Su 2005, 20; Lanteigne 
2019, ch. 2). The former include the top leadership – namely, the  PBSC, 
the State Council ministries, and the People’s Liberation Army (PLA), 
which coincides with Shambaugh’s first two circles – while the latter 
refers to sub‑national governments (provinces and metropolitan cities 
with provincial status), business entities (the powerful State‑Owned 
Enterprises, SOEs), research institutions and think tanks, and 
well‑informed, and increasingly active, social groups and netizens.

As far as sub‑national governments are concerned, in addition 
to the above, there is a vast body of literature that recognises the 
role played by provinces and cities with provincial status in the for‑
mulation and implementation of important foreign affairs‑related 

3 LSGs (lingdao xiaozu 领导小组) are ad hoc bodies of the CCP charged with decision‑mak‑
ing in major functional issue areas that since the 1950s have operated effectively as inter‑
agency executive committees, cutting across government, the Party, and military systems.
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policies. In particular, Audrye Wong (2018) has identified three main 
mechanisms of influence in order to show the extent to which pro‑
vincial‑level governments are able to influence the formulation and 
implementation of foreign policy – carpetbagging, resisting, and 
trailblasing –, and uses important case studies focussing on Shang‑
hai, Yunnan, and Shaanxi to demonstrate how local governments 
shape foreign policy through the economy, security, and soft pow‑
er respectively. Many coastal and border provinces are particularly 
active in some of the most relevant areas of Beijing’s foreign policy 
agenda, as demonstrated by the research carried out by both Chi‑
nese and Western scholars on the African continent and in the Arc‑
tic, South‑East Asia, and the BRI, where sub‑national governments 
play a significant role as traders, project builders, investors, and aid 
providers (Chen, Jian 2009; Duggan 2020; Kossa 2020; Hao, Su 2005, 
chs 9‑10; Summers 2021). Provincial governments are also active in 
conducting informal diplomacy, especially with those countries with 
which China has no formal diplomatic relations, or where high‑level 
contacts have been suspended (Lampton 2001, 105; Zhao 2020, 105). 

Other new key stakeholders in Beijing’s foreign policy formula‑
tion and implementation are the centrally‑controlled SOEs, whose 
involvement in foreign policy ranges from BRI investments to pro‑
vocative initiatives in the South China Sea (SCS) (Yu, Ridout 2021, 
3). While the conventional wisdom is that these enterprises are act‑
ing on behalf of the central state, the reality is that their commercial 
interests do not always coincide with the state’s agenda (3). A good 
example of this is the role played by the largest Chinese oil compa‑
nies – Sinopec, the China National Petroleum Corporation, and the 
China National Offshore Oil Corporation –, which have consistently 
blocked Beijing’s efforts to form a Ministry of Energy (Downs 2012). 
Similarly, China’s five largest utility companies (in terms of assets 
and installation capacity), which are also known as the ‘Big Five’,4 
have vehemently resisted setting carbon emission quotas in the past 
because they would have been detrimental to their interests. Further‑
more, their reluctance to cooperate with Beijing over setting emis‑
sion targets has slowed the delivery of the PRC’s domestic climate 
policy agenda (Yu, Ridout 2021, 10‑11), and risks compromising Xi 
Jinping’s commitment to make China carbon neutral by 2060. In oth‑
er cases, they have opposed Beijing’s joining the United Nations and 
other countries in the application of sanctions against specific coun‑
tries (Iran and North Korea), since any sanctions would hurt their 
commercial interests (Zhao 2020, 105). In recent years, the interests 
of China’s SOEs have also begun to diverge from those of the Party. It 

4 The Huaneng Group, the Huadian Group, the China Energy Investment Corporation, 
the State Power Investment Corporation and the Datang Group. 
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is worth mentioning here that SOEs have an unusual structure: they 
are a hybrid between a corporate organisation and a government 
ministry, and their leaders are appointed to a rank equivalent to a 
State Council minister or provincial governor, which partly explains 
why their relationships to the Party and/or the central government 
apparatus are not submissive (Yu, Ridout 2021, 9‑13).5 

With China’s expanding global diplomatic network and the 
increasingly complex nature of its international relations, Chinese 
Party‑state leaders began to feel the need to have more informa‑
tion, analysis, and advice in order to be able to correctly ‘assess, 
advance, and safeguard’ the country’s interests. In fact, many min‑
istries lacked the appropriate expertise to deal with the challenges 
that had accompanied the active international expansion of Chinese 
activities. They therefore increasingly turned to research institu‑
tions and academia for consultation (Jakobson, Knox 2010, 34). The 
public and internal writings of academics and intellectuals may not 
only offer expertise on specific issue areas. Still, they can also pro‑
vide a window through which foreign ideas and international and 
domestic debates are channeled to top decision‑makers. Two vol‑
umes published in 2019 offer exciting insights into the influence 
exerted by scholars – in particular, International Relations (IR) 
scholars – in the decision‑making process of Chinese foreign poli‑
cy.6 According to Feng Huiyun, He Kai, and Yan Xuetong (2019, 4), 
there is no causal and linear link between Chinese IR scholars and 
policy‑makers. Instead, they suggest the existence of at least four 
different types of relationships between the two parties and pro‑
pose four models to theorise the potential roles that Chinese IR 
scholars can play in formulating the country’s foreign policy. These 
four models are the epistemic community model, the ‘free market’ 
model, the signaling policy model, and the mirroring policy model. 
In the first model, scholars may actively influence China’s foreign 
policy as part of an epistemic community. In the second, scholars 
may provide intellectual products in a free market of ideas that pol‑
icy‑makers can refer to when making decisions. In the third model, 
scholars may play a policy‑signaling role in facilitating the govern‑
ment’s test of controversial ideas before the formalisation and adop‑
tion of new policies. Finally, in the fourth, scholars can serve as a 
mirror to reflect the underlying transformations of Chinese foreign 
policies and domestic politics as well (Feng, He, Yan 2019, 9‑15). 

5 A case in point is offered by Lee Jones and Zou Yizheng (2017) and concerns the Chi‑
na Power Investment Corporation and its Myitsone hydroelectric dam project in Myan‑
mar. In this case, a central SOE has clearly challenged and subverted central regula‑
tions, to the detriment of Sino‑Myanmar state relations.
6 See Feng, He, Yan 2019 and Feng, He, Li 2019. 



Sinica venetiana 10 174
The Historian’s Gaze, 167‑182

With regard to think tanks, while the PRC has renowned research 
institutes dating back to the Maoist and early Denghist eras, the use 
of the term zhiku 智库 (‘think tank’) to refer to policy research centres 
and institutes has gained popularity in fairly recent times, more pre‑
cisely since Xi Jinping called for building “Chinese‑style think tanks”. 
The “Decision of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of 
China on Some Major Issues Concerning Comprehensively Deepen‑
ing the Reform” adopted at the Third Plenary Session of the Eight‑
eenth Central Committee of the CCP on 12 November 2013 called for 
strengthening a “new style think tank with Chinese characteristics” 
(Zhongguo tese xinxing zhiku 中国特色新型智库) and improving the 
policy advisory system.7 This was the first time the term ‘think tank’ 
had been mentioned in an official document, and in response to the 
call, all the leading research institutes and think tanks in the coun‑
try engaged in a process of ‘modernisation’, with the ultimate goal 
of transforming themselves into “high‑level quality research insti‑
tutes with considerable international influence” (Menegazzi 2021, 2). 

It is important to underline the fact that most of the important for‑
eign policy think tanks in China – such as the Chinese Academy of 
Social Sciences (CASS), the China Institutes of Contemporary Inter‑
national Relations (CICIR), and the China Institute of International 
Studies (CIIS) – have always operated, and continue to operate, with‑
in the bureaucratic hierarchy, and are administered by CCP organs, 
the State Council, ministries, or the PLA (Jakobson, Knox 2010, 38).8 
This has important implications, because their government affilia‑
tions and orientations limit their ability to provide objective policy 
recommendations, especially where the research results go against 
official policy views. It may be superfluous to highlight the fact that 
genuinely independent think tanks (in a Western sense) cannot exist 
in an authoritarian state like the PRC because the public dissemina‑
tion of what the authorities consider to be unsanctioned thought is not 
tolerated (Jakobson, Knox 2010, 39). This lack of autonomy represents 
the most significant limitation for Chinese think tanks (Godement et 
al. 2016), despite a proliferation that has led some observers to refer 
to a “golden age” of think tanks (Tang 2014), and a general recogni‑
tion of their important role in Chinese foreign policy. Along with their 
traditional activities – submitting internal reports and references to 
the top leadership and Party‑state agencies, and presenting in‑person 
advice through lectures and briefings –, they host a myriad of public 

7 Cf. https://china.usc.edu/decision‑central‑committee‑communist‑par‑
ty‑china‑some‑major‑issues‑concerning‑comprehensively.
8 In more recent years, non‑governmental think tanks have also emerged, but they 
have sought to undertake research projects commissioned by the government and to 
serve the government’s needs. The most influential among them is the Center for Chi‑
na and Globalization (CCG).
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events, organise conferences and activities, and attend high‑level 
forums and summits, thereby contributing towards greatly enhanc‑
ing China’s public diplomacy (Menegazzi 2021, 13‑14, 16). In this 
sense, they are emerging as essential actors in Chinese foreign pol‑
icy and diplomatic practices, as revealed by numerous studies that 
focus on the role played by think tanks both in general (Shambaugh 
2002; Zhu 2013; Abb 2015; Menegazzi 2018; Tan, Li 2018) and, in par‑
ticular, on specific issues and regions (Liao 2006; Hua 2017).

At present, China is near the top of the world ranking for the num‑
ber of think tanks (1,413), surpassed only by the US (2,203) (McGann 
2021, 44), and some figure in the list of the top ten and top twenty 
think tanks in the annual Global Go To Think Tank Index Report pub‑
lished by James McGann. In the most recent Report, which came out 
in January 2021, the CICIR ranked 9th in the “Top Think Tanks World‑
wide” (which does not take the US into account), and 18th in the list 
that includes the US; the CASS ranked 24th in the first list and 38th 
in the second (McGann 2021, 55, 64).

As for netizens, it is an undeniable fact that both the media revo‑
lution that has taken place in the country over the past 40 years, and 
the spread of Internet use among the Chinese public over the past 
two decades have substantially transformed the way Chinese citi‑
zens and their rulers communicate in general. In fact, while the media 
were previously a tool that was exclusively available to officials, with 
the advent of the Internet, interest groups and citizens can also use 
the media and the Internet to influence both public opinion and each 
other. In December 2020, the PRC had the world’s largest number of 
Internet users – 988.89 million – and 60% of Internet penetration; at 
the same time, it had 731 million online news consumers, with 726 
million accessing news on their mobile devices (Lai Lin 2022; Xinhua 
2020). The dramatic spread of use of the Internet has greatly acceler‑
ated the speed at which both domestic and international news reaches 
ordinary citizens. The new instruments adopted by Chinese leaders 
and institutions to communicate with international and domestic audi‑
ences (especially the state‑backed press and its Facebook and Twitter 
accounts)9 have contributed towards amplifying the spread of infor‑
mation. That said, it must be underlined that even though the Inter‑
net does not affect the foreign policy decision‑making process directly 
(Yang 2016), the Chinese authorities have started to make “listening 
to the public” a regular procedure (Hong 2016, 98), as ordinary cit‑
izens are increasingly voicing their opinions on the Internet. This is 

9 Despite their ban in China, the importance of both Facebook and Twitter in the 
Chinese media sphere is enormous. The Chinese public accesses them via Virtual Pri‑
vate Networks (VPNs) or through the highly popular social media platforms WeChat 
and Weibo, where tweets summarising official press conferences or other important 
events are widely shared.
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especially true for specific areas of the Chinese foreign policy agenda, 
such as North Korea (Scobell et al. 2019), the two Koreas (Gries 2012), 
the US (Zhang, Xiao 2018), and nationalism directed at (but not limit‑
ed to) Japan (Shen, Breslin 2010). In fact, the Chinese government is 
careful when it comes to considering the mood of the Chinese people, 
which is largely expressed through the Internet, riding the wave in 
some cases, and blocking expressions of anger in others where they 
might harm the country’s interests, with an awareness that dissatis‑
faction within society might give cause the Party’s ability to govern 
to be questioned (Jakobson, Knox 2010, 41‑6). 

3 The Marginalisation 
of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs

Following globalisation and the increase in China’s international 
activities, nearly every ministry in the Chinese state system has 
developed some form of interest in foreign affairs. Jakobson and 
Manuel (2016, 105), for instance, have reported the example of mar‑
itime affairs, which in the last few decades has attracted attention 
from the Ministry of Public Security (MPS), the Ministry of Nation‑
al Defence, the Fishery Administration under the Ministry of Agri‑
culture and Rural Affairs, the State Oceanic Administration under 
the Ministry of Land and Resources (MLR), the Maritime Safety 
Administration under the Ministry of Transport (MOT), the Minis‑
try of Ecology and Environment, the General Administration of Cus‑
toms, the Ministry of Science and Technology (MST), the National 
Tourism Administration, the Ministry of Industry and Information 
Technology, and, ranked above them all, the National Development 
and Reform Commission, which is responsible for economic devel‑
opment in general and resources in particular. To this long list they 
also add the Ministry of State Security (MSS) and the State‑owned 
Assets Supervision and Administration Commission, which oversees 
the major state‑owned enterprises, including oil companies. Other 
authors have focussed on the prominent role played by the Minis‑
try of Commerce (MOFCOM) compared to other ministries (starting 
from the MFA) and national commissions on specific issues (foreign 
trade negotiations, development assistance) or particular regions. 
As reported by Yu Jie and Lucy Ridout (2021, 7), bureaucratic dis‑
putes frequently erupt over development assistance between the 
MOFCOM, as the executor of development projects, and the MFA, 
the chief implementer of the PRC’s foreign policy, each of which 
adopts its own specific point of view when proposing new develop‑
ment assistance projects or loans. Indeed, the Chinese aid system 
is characterised by persistent fierce competition involving not only 
the two ministries concerned, but also the Ministry of Finance and 
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the companies responsible for implementing Chinese aid projects 
(Zhang, Smith 2017; Varral 2016).10

In Africa, the MOFCOM plays a far more influential role than the 
MFA when it comes to dealing with the direction of Beijing’s foreign 
policy towards the continent. In general, the former has ‘usurped’ 
some of the MFA’s traditional responsibilities. This is especially true 
in the case of the disbursement of concessional loans (Corkin 2011, 
68). Similarly, in the Arctic, the MFA is only ‘one’ of the ministries in 
a leading position to coordinate and represent China’s Arctic endeav‑
ours. In addition to the Ministry of Natural Resources (MNR) – for‑
merly the State Oceanic Administration under the now‑defunct 
MLR –, many other ministries and agencies strive for influence in 
the region, from the MST to the MOFCOM, and from the MOT to the 
China Meteorological Administration (CMA). No less important is 
the growing role played by the PLA and its navy (Kossa 2020, 27). 

One of the reasons behind the MFA’s diminishing and diluted 
authority over the past few decades is the lack of political status 
accorded to the State Councillor for Foreign Affairs. In fact, the spe‑
cialisation and professionalisation process required by the reform 
policy has led to a paradoxical reduction of the political status (Zhao 
2020, 96). During the eras of Jiang Zemin and Hu Jintao, the For‑
eign Minister (FM) was reduced from being a member of the Polit‑
buro and Vice‑Premier to just Vice‑Premier and a State Councillor. 
After many years of decline, however, the political status of the 
FM was finally enhanced, at least symbolically, with the promotion 
of Yang Jiechi – China’s top‑ranking career diplomat – to the Polit‑
buro in October 2013. Yang was the first former FM to reach this 
level in two decades. Wang Yi, the current FM, was also appoint‑
ed as a State Councillor at the annual session of the National Peo‑
ple’s Congress (NPC) in March 2018 – another first in decades (Zhao 
2020, 96). Both appointments were fairly closely aligned with Xi 
Jinping’s vision of consolidating foreign policy decision‑making at 
the top level of the Party. Reforms of the MFA began in early 2017, 
and were encouraged to “forge a politically resolute, professionally 
exquisite, strictly disciplined foreign affairs corps”, and to create a 
more empowered diplomatic corps and a more consolidated diplo‑
matic structure that more effectively represented China’s interests 
“with one voice” as the country approached the centre of the world 
stage (Zhao 2020, 97). The aim of centralising the foreign policy 
decision‑making process was to give the CCP and Xi Jinping himself 

10 According to Kishan Rana (2019, 203), tensions between the MOFCOM and the 
MFA were also behind the decision in 2018 to create a specific agency to strengthen 
the strategic planning and overall coordination of foreign aid: the China International 
Development Cooperation Agency (CIDCA). 
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greater control to “provide strong support for opening new horizons 
in China’s diplomacy” (Onnis 2019, 46; Wang 2017), and it began 
with the establishment of an unprecedented National Security Com‑
mission (NSC) in April 2014, chaired by Xi, which has the purpose of 
solving the coordination problems of both domestic and foreign pol‑
icy decision‑making. It continued in 2018 with the upgrading of the 
Foreign Affairs Leading Small Group (FALSG) (Zhongyang waishi 
gongzuo lingdao xiaozu 中央外事工作领导小组), headed by Xi, to Cen‑
tral Foreign Affairs Commission (Waishi weiyuanhui 外事委员会). It 
may be helpful to remember that the FALSG was set up in its pri‑
or form at the beginning of the 1980s with the precise goal of coor‑
dinating China’s often disjointed foreign policy. Its general office, 
which was located inside the MFA, was reportedly often bypassed 
by other government agencies because it was seen as low‑ranking 
and ineffective, and the group appeared to be incapable of coordi‑
nating China’s foreign policy. The ministry had been troubled for 
many years by its inability to conduct its affairs coherently due to 
the presence of multiple actors seeking to influence foreign policy. 
With its new moves, the leadership sent a clear message that the 
Party alone controlled China’s foreign affairs and that it would not 
tolerate actions that might compromise efforts to realise the Chi‑
na dream by means of the steps represented by the so‑called ‘two 
centenaries’ (liangge yibainian 两个一百年), with special reference 
to the second, aimed at making the country a ‘strong, democratic, 
civilised, harmonious, and modern socialist country’ by 2049, the 
centenary of the PRC. Paradoxically, a process that had been initi‑
ated to strengthen the foreign policy decision‑making process, and 
especially the ministry in charge of it, ended up by marginalising 
the MFA even further. In fact, as summit diplomacy has become 
more and more frequent, senior leaders (Xi in primis) have them‑
selves become foreign ministries (Zhang 2016, 454), thus contrib‑
uting to the diminishment of diplomats (Sun 2016).

4 Conclusions

The Chinese foreign policy decision‑making system has a contradic‑
tory dual nature: it is excessively centralised and vertically hierarchi‑
cal on the one hand, and pluralistic and chaotic on the other. It is in 
this second aspect that, according to some authors (Jakobson 2013; 
Jakobson, Manuel 2016), lies the heart of the problems with the PRC’s 
foreign policy decision‑making, which might be termed ‘fragmented 
authoritarianism’. According to this model, authority is divided and 
fragmented just one level below the top of the Chinese political sys‑
tem, and because of this fragmentation, actors in the decision‑making 
process are encouraged to seek a consensus to reach a conclusion, 
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which requires them to engage in long and sometimes strenuous bar‑
gaining (Lieberthal, Lampton 1995, 8).11

Two decisions, taken at the end of 2012 by the MPS and Hain‑
an Provincial Government, respectively, offer a good example of 
the dysfunctions that this ‘cacophony of voices’ causes in Chinese 
decision‑making. They also underline the damage that a single gov‑
ernment entity can cause to China’s international relations and rep‑
utation (Jakobson 2013, 14). On 26 November 2012, the MPS issued 
new passports with maps that included disputed islands and territo‑
ries as Chinese territory without first consulting the MFA. This led to 
serious tensions between the two ministries. A few days later, without 
asking for central government approval, the Hainan Provincial Gov‑
ernment announced that China’s maritime law enforcement vessels 
would stop and search ships in the disputed areas of the SCS. These 
cases clearly show that despite the highly‑centralised Chinese for‑
eign policy structure, with its traditional decision makers (the Polit‑
buro and its Standing Committee) still representing the pinnacle of 
political power, non‑traditional actors represent a reality that can‑
not be neglected, since they struggle to make their voice heard, and 
their actions can sometimes provoke diplomatic incidents that can 
be detrimental to the country’s interests. 

In conclusion, in response to those scholars who emphasise the 
new personalism embedded in Xi Jinping’s posture and the return of 
personalistic rule in Chinese policy‑making (Shirk 2018), there are 
others who point out that he simply cannot lead as Mao and Deng 
did because of the dramatic changes that have taken place in Chi‑
na’s foreign relations (Zhang 2016, 452) and its foreign policy deci‑
sion‑making process.

11 In a recent publication on the role of interest groups in China’s foreign policy, Xu 
Yanzhuo rejects the notion that there is any bargaining at all in the foreign policy de‑
cision‑making, while recognising that “more actors have varying degrees of autonomy 
and capacity to intervene in the foreign policy process through policy briefing reports 
and implementation processes” (Xu 2022, 53).
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1 Body, Self and Feelings

In the studies on emotions and states of mind, the cultural role of the 
body and the senses is an important topic. Sensory experiences are 
not passive feelings limited to the body or part of it, but influence the 
concept of the self, and play epistemological and aesthetic functions. 
The rich lexicon of bodily sensations enriches the language of literary 
descriptions, medical and criminal texts, and is also used in philo‑
sophical and moral treatises. Literary sources are very useful for un‑
derstanding sensorial perceptions, as they document myths, songs, 
poems, and legends that accompany various senses; they show how 
sensory reactions become passions, beliefs, stimulation for solidari‑
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ty, exclusion, self‑cultivation, love and hate.1 Owing to the limitation 
of space allowed, this essay presents a few significant examples of 
their exploration in the ambit of Neo‑Confucian thinkers.

The previous studies dealing with the ‘cultural body’ and the rep‑
resentation of sensorial functions have mainly concentrated on some 
aspects or specific topics, such as religious thought, Daoist theory and 
practices, and medicine. After the pioneering work by Geaney (2002), 
studies dedicated to sensorial experiences from psychological and an‑
thropological perspectives have increased considerably, thanks to the 
growing awareness of the symbolic and imaginative value of the senso‑
ry function, consolidated among contemporary scholars, who recognise 
the role of the senses in the ethical, aesthetic and social fields. Those re‑
searches concerning the history of ideas have highlighted the different 
orientations of Chinese writers, aimed at an ethical perspective com‑
pared with Western scientists and Jesuits (Meynard 2020). These find‑
ings are undoubtedly considerable, but further studies should be made 
to examine overall the peculiar contribution of Chinese thought – and 
Neo‑Confucianism in particular – on the role of the body in the whole 
world view, the relationship with human nature, values and the sym‑
bolic meanings attributed to it. Such a contribution would be necessary 
not only in the light of the progress of new disciplines, such as neuro‑
sciences and biosociology, but because it would bring new light to the 
intersection of the various subjects and knowledge areas, in addition 
to those mentioned, including the practices of self‑cultivation, physi‑
ognomy, cosmology, philosophical thought. I tried this path through a 
few specific textual analyses of the representation of specific sensory 
experiences, and key terms, such as xiang 香 (‘aroma’, incense and its 
metaphorical use) in the literary production of late imperial China (San‑
tangelo, Middendorf 2006; Santangelo 2014; 2018; 2019). Deep enquir‑
ies concerning embodied moral psychology and cognition of Confucian 
philosophy and the bodily foundations of early Confucian virtues have 
appeared in the last decades (among them, Seok 2013; Csikszentmih‑
alyi 2004). Moreover, besides philosophical analyses of Confucian and 
Neo‑Confucian vision of the body (on Neo‑Confucian vision see Yang 
1996, 293‑412), new studies on the modern and contemporary periods 
have been published, but they mainly explore the space‑timed percep‑
tion of senses in the life of great urban settings through the analysis 
of narrative texts of contemporary urban fictions (Møller‑Olsen 2021), 
or the use of sensorial means and communication in media, art, music, 
theatrical performances and literature (Wu, Huang 2022).

1 On a psychological level, the reader may re‑live personal or others’ past experienc‑
es, and from an anthropological perspective, the analysis of the descriptions of these 
experiences is useful for cross‑cultural studies, to understand what is universal and 
what specifically inherent to a certain society and time. For the importance of literary 
and theatre sources, see Balaban 2012.
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It is evident that the implications in the description of the sensory 
experiences and perceptions of the body are innumerable. The pre‑
sent essay can merely afford an essential analysis of the thought of a 
few thinkers, highlighting the characteristics of the Neo‑Confucian 
exploration of the senses by examining the constants in their rep‑
resentation, through some significant examples of the evolution of 
Neo‑Confucianism. This preliminary study offers some ideas for fur‑
ther research that help to open up new spaces in this field.

2 Mind and Sensory Organs

The philosophical discussion on sensory experiences revolved around 
moral questions, and since the beginning of Confucian thought, sen‑
sitive knowledge was examined from an ethical perspective. Mencius 
and especially Xunzi laid the foundations for future discussions: ac‑
cording to Xunzi 荀子 (300‑230 BC), the effects of desiring and loath‑
ing were produced by senses owing to their hedonistic and vitalistic 
motivations.2 Mencius focussed on the relationship between senses 
and desires but contrasted these “inferior” natural tendencies with 
the “superior” virtues of heavenly morality (ming 命).3 In the follow‑
ing centuries, notwithstanding the changes of perspective due for in‑
stance to the Buddhist influence, the “organs/functions of the sens‑
es” (guan 官) continued to be supposed to work under the direction 
of the heart‑mind (xin 心) as ruler ( jun 君).4 The sensory experiences 
have been closely associated with theories of knowledge, motivation, 
desire and emotion, medical theory and practice, and sexual culti‑
vation, but fundamentally the double implication of social and mor‑
al effects of the senses remained the basis of the debate on them.5 

A practical reflection, connecting the senses with human nature, 
their function towards the heart‑mind, and their role in the basic 
hedonistic tendencies of humans, was inherited by Neo‑Confucians.

2 In his analysis on the basic functions of sensory organs and sensations which are 
considered as appetitive organs, Xunzi 荀子 (Wang Ba 王霸, 10) speaks about the re‑
lation of qing 情 with physical feelings and social consequences: “desires of ears and 
eyes”, and, more specifically, about the desires of the senses for colours, sounds, tastes, 
smells. Cf. Geaney 2002, 44‑5; Nylan 2001, 94.
3 Mencius 孟子, Jin Xin. xia 盡心下, 70. On self‑cultivation, Mencius, Li Lou. shang 離婁

上 15. See also “craving for food” Gan shi 甘食 (Mencius, Jin xin. shang, 27).
4 For the bureaucratic metaphor of the senses in the early Chinese philosophy, see 
Xunzi, Tian lun 天論, 4; and Zheng ming 正名, 5, 12, 18, 19; Mencius, Gaozi shang 告子

上, 7, 15; Guanzi 管子, Xin Shu. shang 心術上, 1, 4, 7, 8. For a similar position in Qing dy‑
nasty, see later Dai Zhen (Mengzi ziyi shuzheng 孟子字義疏證, 1:32). For an allegorical 
political interpretation of ancient texts, see Levi Sabattini 2015.
5 Harper 1998, 412‑14. For heat therapies and massage, see Harper 1998, 68, 91‑5, 
97‑8 passim.
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Before going on with this short survey, it is worthy to notice the 
holistic approach in traditional China, not only in the rejection of 
the subject‑object distinction in the epistemological process (Ames 
1991, 228). Scholars were well aware of the deep connection of sen‑
sory experiences with the emotional sphere of the subject and in cul‑
tural constructions (Santangelo, Middendorf 2006, 2, 59, 232, 236). 
This is evident in the symbolic, epistemological and aesthetic roles 
attributed to sensory functions. Moreover, the somatisation of emo‑
tions is manifested both in the medical discourse and in symbolic ex‑
pressions of written language, for instance, the notions of ‘five vis‑
cera’ (wuzang 五臟) and ‘four limbs’ (sizhi 四肢). The sense organs 
and the heart‑mind served as functional nodes in large circulatory 
systems governing the entire human body, and were situated within 
body‑wide connections with the heart‑mind, as nodal points for the 
flow of qi and blood. Most of the Neo‑Confucian thinkers have dedi‑
cated their attention to the complementarity of mind and senses. This 
holistic perception of the unity of sensory functions was shared by 
most thinkers, also outside the School of Mind, from Liu Zongzhou 
劉宗周 (1578‑1645) to Wang Fuzhi 王夫之 (1619‑92) and Dai Zhen 戴
震 (1724‑77).6 Liu Zongzhou expressed the concept of the unity of 
mind and body, and stated that “ears, mouth, eyes, nose and the four 
limbs are all complete in the heart‑mind”.7 From Mencius to Wang 
Fuzhi and Dai Zhen, the functions of the senses are listed together 
with the functions of the heart‑mind (kou er mu xin 口耳目心). Later 
thinkers, like Wang Fuzhi and Dai Zhen, have emphasised the uni‑
ty of different functions in human beings, and have ‘legitimated’ the 
role of senses because they are not in contrast with cardinal virtues 
and rather mutually cooperate in the body, provided that sensorial 
organs follow their way. This approach explains also the role of the 
senses in the Neo‑Confucian self‑perfection process, which confirms 
the moral perspective from which most themes were debated. Sens‑
es are involved in spiritual exercises and the ‘practice of the self‑cul‑
tivation process’ (gongfu 工夫).

6 On the extensive use of ‘Neo‑Confucianism’, see Santangelo 2016, 7 fn. 2.
7 Liu Zongzhou, juan 6, in Siku quanshu, or Huang Zongxi, Mingru xue’an, 62:693‑4.

Paolo Santangelo
The Wisdom of Senses. Neo-Confucian Reflections on Cultural Body



Paolo Santangelo
The Wisdom of Senses. Neo-Confucian Reflections on Cultural Body

Sinica venetiana 10 187
The Historian’s Gaze, 183‑202

3 Zhang Zai

The Neo‑Confucian reflection on senses can be started from Zhang 
Zai 張載 (1020‑77), in whose thought Xunzi’s concept is crucial. In his 
Zhengmeng 正蒙 (Correcting Ignorance), Zhang Zai distinguishes two 
kinds of knowledge, superior moral learning and inferior sensory 
perception, limited to what one “hears and sees” (Zhang Zai ji, 6:20; 
7:24).8 “Knowing from hearing and seeing” was the sensory percep‑
tion (wenjian zhizhi 聞見之知), the “narrow” (xia 狹) and “superficial 
knowledge through hearing and seeing” (wenjian xiaozhi 聞見小知), 
and it was contrasted with the “understanding through virtue and na‑
ture” (dexing zhi zhi 德性之知), the “holistic enlightened knowledge” 
(cheng ming suo zhi 誠明所知) (Zhang Zai ji, 6:20; 7:24).9 The partial‑
ity and unreliability of the senses, however, were not based only on 
moral arguments, but were explained with philosophical and med‑
ical reasons: shapes, colours, sounds, smells, and other sensory as‑
pects are easily changing, and are petty and insignificant phenome‑
na. Moreover, individual perceptual errors for partiality (pianjian 偏
見) are possible owing to “disease and delusion” ( ji yu wang 疾與妄), 
i.e. eyes’ sickness, such as cataracts or hallucinatory states (Zhang 
Zai ji, 6:20, cit. in Zuo 2019, 97‑110).

This dichotomy created by Zhang Zai, based on the inadequacy 
of the sensorial cognitive function versus the deep intuitive/moral 
knowledge, remained in the writings of several scholars from Cheng 
brothers and Zhu Xi until the late imperial period, even with chang‑
es of meanings (Angle, Tiwald 2017, 112‑22). Nevertheless, Zhang’s 
analysis acknowledges the necessity and utility of senses owing to 
the combination of internality with externality: “Although ears and 
eyes [the senses] are considered a burden on human nature, they 
have the power to combine the inner and the outer, and knowing it is 
the crucial point to open up” (Zhang Zai ji, Da Xin 大心, 7:25).10 This 
happens because human beings perceive (wenjian 聞見) the external 
signal through their senses that open one’s body and consciousness, 

8 For his contemporary Shao Yong 邵雍 (1011‑77), knowledge starts from sensory per‑
ception and reaches up to the intuition of mystical union. The senses just perceive ob‑
jects, while the mind‑heart understands a more profound reality, by means of figures 
(xiang 象) and numbers (shu 數), and finally “true knowledge” is reached by holiness 
through principle. Being beyond forms, principle offers a comprehension of the whole 
of reality. Cf. Arrault 2002, 242.
9 Cf. also Er Cheng yishu 二程遺書, juan 25 (Siku quanshu, zibu 子部, Rujialei 儒家類) 
and Zhuzi yulei, 64:1560.
10 Cf. Zuo 2019, 85. For another interpretation, that emphasises the contrast between 
sensorial and intuitive/moral knowledge, see Zheng 2015, 1256: “Zhang assumes that, 
although the senses are always considered a burden of the heart‑mind, it is nonethe‑
less the crucial point to open up to see (qi 啓 means both ‘to open’ and ‘to see’) that vir‑
tue which unifies the inner and the outer”.
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and this is the enlightenment (qi 啓) of “the virtue of the combination 
of external and internal” (nei wai zhi he 內外之合之徳) (Zhang Zai ji, 
7:25). This means that Zhang does not regard the senses themselves 
as the source of ethical failures or just a source of temptations that 
obstacles moral perfection. Without the function of sensory organs, 
man would not be able to perceive external reality (ren zhi you shou 
人之有受) and would be like inanimate things (Zhang Zi yulu, Shang 
張子語錄, 上, in Zhang Zai ji, 1:313).

However, Zhang raised critical questions on the reliability of the 
senses and distinguished a true knowledge, that only allows the per‑
ception of the unity of oneself with everything (qi shi tianxia wu yiwu 
fei wo 其視天下無一物非我), “the ability to embody all things of the 
universe” (neng ti tianxia zhe wu 能體天下之物) (Zhang Zai ji, Zheng‑
meng, 7:24). This knowledge is superior because it corresponds to the 
holistic feeling of the self in unity with the universe through a kind 
of intuition, “resonance” (gan 感) (Zhang Zai ji, Zhengmeng, 17:63, 
cit. by Zuo 2019, 89). He uses a neologism by combining terms used 
in the Classics, “what is understood through wholeness and enlight‑
enment” (cheng ming suo zhi 誠明所知),11 which refers to the concept 
of oneness, in communication with cosmic unity (yiti 一體). Borrow‑
ing the medical figure of sensibility within the body, and extending 
the Mencian idea of one body in response to harm to others, Zhang 
Zai highlighted the metaphor of the sensitivity of the heart‑mind to 
the conditions of one’s physical body, associated with empathy and 
reciprocity. This image leads to the sensitivity towards the conditions 
of all humans and other beings because humans have the same body 
as Heaven and Earth (yu tian di tong ti 與天地同體) and all things. 
This is the difference with the sensorial perception that is limited in 
comparison to this intuition and enlightenment.

4 Zhu Xi

In his reorganisation of the previous Neo‑Confucians’ thought, Zhu Xi 
maintains Zhang Zai’s distinction and extends it to the dyad of the su‑
perior knowledge of the “moral mind” (daoxin 道心), based on self‑cul‑
tivation and virtuous behaviour, and the sensorial perception of the 
“human mind” (renxin 人心) in the everyday practical sensorial feel‑
ings like hunger, cold and itch (Zhuzi Yulei, 78:2010‑13; 62:1486‑7). 
Notwithstanding the late Ming and Qing criticism against his dichot‑
omy of principle‑desire and principle‑energy, Zhu was more open 
than many of his followers who focussed on the rhetoric of the re‑
pression of desires in favour of heavenly principles. Zhu Xi morally 

11 Transl. by Zheng 2015, 1256‑7.
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accepts sensory desires, provided they are functional to the individ‑
ual and social life, and correspond to the vital necessities, in contrast 
with desires for superfluous things. These sensory desires are associ‑
ated with principles based on vitalistic and innate reasons: they are 
necessary (bi 必) and natural (ziran 自然). Human nature is received 
by Heaven and consists of innate morality (benevolence, righteous‑
ness, propriety, and wisdom), but its manifestations include also nat‑
ural and universal desires (Zhuzi Yulei, 14:505). The classical desires 
for food, sex, music, aromas and body’s leisure are among the var‑
ious sensory desires Zhu includes in the concept of human nature, 
originated from “the naturalness of the Heavenly Principle” (tianli 
zhi ziran 天理之自然) (Zhuzi Yulei, 61:1461; see also Lee 2020, 281‑4).

The first turning point can be seen in some thinkers of the late 
Ming period, especially the School of Mind. The role of all sens‑
es in self‑cultivation exercises is examined by Wang Yangming 王陽

明 (1472‑1529). Dealing with the term gewu 格物 (‘investigation of 
things’), he mentions the ears, the eyes, the mouth, the nose, and 
the four limbs that must not see, hear, say and behave against pro‑
priety. This is possible because the heart‑mind is the master of the 
body. Sensory organs allow all perceptions and behaviour, but what 
makes it possible is the mind. Owing to the centrality of the mind, 
self‑cultivation lies in 

realizing through personal experience the true substance of one’s 
mind and always making it broad and extremely impartial with‑
out the slightest incorrectness. Once the master is correct, then, 
as it operates through the channel of the eye, it will naturally see 
nothing which is contrary to propriety. As it operates through the 
channels of the ear, it will naturally hear nothing which is contrary 
to propriety. And as it operates through the channels of the mouth 
and the four limbs, it will naturally say or do nothing which is con‑
trary to propriety. This means that the cultivation of the person‑
al life consists in rectifying the mind. (Wang Yangming Chuanxi‑
lu xia 傳習錄下, 120)12 

Activating will (yi 意) concentrates the visual and auditory faculties, 
so much so that “there are no principles that are not authentically un‑
derstood” (Ng 1999, 108). Moreover, in the cat metaphor, self‑cultiva‑
tion is compared to the cat catching a mouse, with eyes single‑mind‑
edly watching and ears single‑mindedly listening.

But sensory involvement is not limited to the metaphorical level. 
Wang Ji 王畿 (1498‑1583), a Wang Yangming’s disciple, explains the 
discipline in the use of senses, through the method of “restfulness/

12 See Instructions for Practical Living: Chan 1963, 247, item 318.
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liberation from sensorial temptations” (genqibei 艮其背).13 His resort 
to the term genqibei recalls Cheng Hao’s 程顥 (1032‑85) statement, 
that the sage interacts with things without getting obsessed or bur‑
dened with temptations.14 Paraphrasing Mencius (Jin Xin. xia, 70), he 
states that the sensory organs of the ears, eyes, mouth, nose and the 
four limbs act all on the surface, and only the back is not moving, so 
they perceive phenomena (er mu kou bi siti zhu gen zhi yong, jie zai 
yu mian, wei bei wei bu dong, gu yi qu xiang 耳目口鼻四體諸根之用, 皆
在于面, 惟背為不動, 故以取象): 

The eyes’ disposition towards beautiful forms and colours, ears 
towards pleasant sounds, nose towards fragrant smells, mouth to‑
wards delicious tastes, and the four limbs towards leisure are all 
physiological natural principles, and therefore they belong to hu‑
man nature. But there is the heavenly rule [ming 命], and to com‑
ply with it one fulfils his nature [ jie ziran zhi shengli, gu yue xing 
ye, ran you ming yan, liming suoyi jin xing ye 皆自然之生理, 故曰性

也, 然有命焉, 立命所以盡性也]. If you look at the colours restfully, the 
eye is not a conveyor of seduction but it cleverly can stop. If you 
hear the sounds restfully, the ear is not conveyor of seduction, and 
the listening is only conscientious. (Longxi Wang xiansheng quan‑
ji 龍溪王先生全集, juan 8, § Gen zhi jing yi zhi zhi 艮止精一之旨, 1)

At the beginning of this passage, Wang Ji seems to echo what Zhu 
Xi says about it.15 In the second part, he follows Mencius: he recom‑
mends moderation in the use of senses, and their natural functions. In 
this respect, Wang Ji follows the common and orthodox opinion that 
sensorial experiences are natural but that the gentleman does not 
consider them as belonging to human nature, because only humane‑
ness, filiality and other virtues are the Heavenly morality (sheng se 
chou wei anyi zishi tianxing 聲色臭味安佚自是天性, ‘music and beau‑
ties, smells and tastes, confortable positions belong naturally to heav‑
enly inclinations’). In another passage, Wang Ji discusses the use of 
the senses and their functions to affirm the priority of moral culti‑

13 The expression genqibei 艮其背, from the Yijing (gen 艮, hexagram 52 ䷳), is ex‑
plained by Zhu Xi (Zhuzi yulei, 73:1850‑8), as “keeping one’s independence from exter‑
nal and sensual temptations in order to stop the growth of inner desire”, following the 
Confucius’ recommendation not to look at, listen to, speak, do what is contrary to pro‑
priety (Lunyu, Yan Yuan, 1). This expression was used by other previous writers such as 
Su Dongpo (SKQS 經部, 易類, 東坡易傳, 卷五) and Hu Hong 胡宏 (SKQS Zhi yan 知言, 4:4b).
14 See Cheng Hao, “Dingxingshu 定性書”, https://zh.m.wikisource.org/zh‑hant/
定性書. See Zheng Zemian’s study (2015) on it.
15 waiwu bu jie, neiyu bu meng 外物不接, 內欲不萌 (if we do not come across external 
things or affairs, no desires arise within). See Zhu Xi, Zhuzi Yulei, 73:1850‑8, who de‑
velops Lunyu, Yan Yuan, 1.

Paolo Santangelo
The Wisdom of Senses. Neo-Confucian Reflections on Cultural Body

https://zh.m.wikisource.org/zh-hant/定性書
https://zh.m.wikisource.org/zh-hant/定性書


Paolo Santangelo
The Wisdom of Senses. Neo-Confucian Reflections on Cultural Body

Sinica venetiana 10 191
The Historian’s Gaze, 183‑202

vation and conscience. He starts from the Mencian affirmation “all 
things are already complete in us” (wanwu jie bei yu wo 萬物 皆 備 於 
我, Mencius, Jin xin. shang, 4) to exalt “sincerity on self‑examination”, 
and reciprocity (shu 恕). Then, he recalls Wang Yangming’s phrase, 
“the unity of all things is humaneness (yiti zhi ren 一體 之 仁) (Wang 
Yangming Chuanxilu, 142, 182), which is propaedeutic to his discourse 
on the interaction between man and other beings. Going on to ex‑
amine the functioning of the senses, about sight he says: “In front of 
colours, my eyes can spontaneously distinguish blue and yellow, be‑
cause the colours of all things are already complete in my eyes” (wu 
zhi mu yu se zi neng bian qing huang, shi wanwu zhi se bei yu mu ye 
吾之目遇色自能辨青黄, 是萬物之色備於目也). Then, referring to Wang 
Yangming’s principle of unity between knowledge and action (zhix‑
ing heyi 知行合一), by analogy, it passes to the mind and conscience 
with the immediate consequences on human behaviour: “Meeting my 
father, my mind’s conscience cannot but understand filial piety [wu 
xin zhi liangzhi yu fu, zi neng zhi xiao 吾心之良知遇父自能知孝]”. The 
process of seeing is analogous to or is the first step of the spontane‑
ous moral reaction in everyday life.16 The perception and distinction 
of colours, sounds, etc. derive from the fact that they are already in 
our sensorial organs, ‘already complete within the self’, like innate 
conscience provokes our spontaneous moral reactions to all vicissi‑
tudes of the world in front of us.

The Taizhou School attributed the highest value to the body‑per‑
son, starting from Wang Gen 王艮 (1483‑1541), who stated that the 
Way is respected when the body‑person is respected and vice versa 
(道尊, 則身尊. 身尊則, 道尊) (Mingru xue’an 明儒學案, 32:315). Luo Ru‑
fang 羅汝芳 (1515‑88) confirmed the same concept and argued that 
“one’s own body is the Way” (cf. Zheng 2016, 400‑6), and explained 
how sensorial perceptions allow the unlimited embodiment of ob‑
jects and phenomena, by extending the self to the management of 
social and moral affairs (cf. Yu 2010, 398‑406). For Luo Rufang and 
other Taizhou scholars self‑cultivation (xiushen 修身) allows the flow‑
ing of the original positive energy from the universe to the four limbs 
of the body (shenti sizhi 身體四肢) and heart‑mind, and thus the re‑
covery of original natural conscience (fu yi zizhi 復以自知), by shar‑
ing the cosmic energy of the original yang (yiyang zhi qi 一陽之氣) 
(cf. Zhang 2010, 42, 48, 64; 2012, 155‑73).

16 Wang Ji 王畿 1976, 1‑4. Cf. Wang Yangming Chuanxilu, 5, 8.
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5 Li Zhi

During the social‑economic changes and the consequent expansion of 
printing from the mid‑Ming period, the growth of entertainment pub‑
lications, the development of fiction and drama, practical and trav‑
el guides, sensual needs underwent great changes, and material de‑
sires were broadened (see Brokaw 1991; Chow 2004). Some thinkers, 
like Li Zhi, have questioned the relationship between principle and 
desire. Li Zhi quotes and comments on the Hub of the Heart Sutra, 
that records the Buddhist metaphysical doctrine of the emptiness of 
beings and their perceptions: 

The Six Sense Roots are all empty: there are no eyes, ears, nose, 
tongue, body and mind. The Six Dusty Sense Fields are all empty: 
there are no sights, sounds, smells, tastes, sensations, or mental 
elements. (Xinjing tigang 心經提綱 [The Hub of the Heart Sutra], 
Fenshu, 3:100, transl. by Lebovitz 2016, 117)

But this emptiness (kong 空) is not different from the form (se 色) in the 
original nonduality of subject and object, existence and nonexistence. 
In his essay, emblematic of the Taizhou School’s Dao‑Buddhist‑Confu‑
cian syncretism, Li Zhi emphasises the role of the heart‑mind to get the 
self‑realisation of the nonduality of opposites, forms and emptiness, as 
well as the potentiality of everyone to achieve wisdom by using his/her 
mind. What is new is his ethical approach, as Li Zhi acknowledges the 
importance of senses for the vital function of desires for food, cloth‑
ing, wealth, advantages, economic and social improvements, as they 
are the natural expressions of the childmind (tongxin 童心) and do not 
distract from moral effort. Their fulfilment is the bright virtue of the 
childmind and they naturally correspond to the universal order; like 
food and clothing, wealth, advantages, economic and social improve‑
ments fulfil the five senses that are endowed by Heaven: this is their 
natural condition (Li Zhi, Da Geng Zhongcheng 答耿中丞, Fenshu, 1:17).17

17 Chow (2020, 152‑3) emphasises the great changes from the orthodox morality: while 
Zhu Xi considered wealth, life’s satisfactions, pleasures and rank something depend‑
ing on destiny and thus not worthy of care and temptations for selfish desires, here Li 
Zhi claims they are natural tendencies, that enrich the five senses endowed by Heaven.
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6 Wang Fuzhi

Another turning point started with Wang Fuzhi’s criticism of a sup‑
posed Dao‑Buddhist refusal of sensory experience, and his apprecia‑
tion of taste and smell as coming from the interaction with other be‑
ings.18 Wang Fuzhi’s exploration of nature and political legitimacy was 
influenced by western scientific knowledge and methods (Lin 2010; 
Xu 2012). In his arguments against the distinction between the “or‑
dering principle” (li 理) and “humoral energy” (qi 氣), he states the 
original moral potentiality and psychophysical nature, and refers to 
senses and virtues as examples of the unity of the body. Heaven cre‑
ates human beings through the five phases of yin and yang energies. 
Then, the principle is located in man and is concentrated in human 
nature. Consequently, through his senses, sounds and images, smells 
and tastes enrich man’s life (hou qi sheng 厚其生), as well as the four 
cardinal virtues of humaneness, justice, propriety and wisdom, con‑
firm human morality, so that everything is suitable to principle. There‑
fore, he concludes that if senses follow their way, they are not in con‑
trast with Confucian cardinal virtues, and rather mutually cooperate 
in the body (Zhangzi Zhengmeng Zhu, Cheng ming pian 誠明篇, 3:79).

On the one side Wang, exploring sensorial perception (ti zhi jue 體
之覺), singles out “shape [i.e. touch sensation and pain], sound, smell, 
taste, warmth and cold” (xing ye, sheng ye, chou ye, wei ye, wenliang 
ye 形也, 聲也, 臭也, 味也, 溫涼也) (Zhangzi Zhengmeng zhu, Dong wu 
pian 動物篇, 3:68‑9)19 and follows the idea of limitations of sense per‑
ception in the process of learning and understanding reality: “The 
power of sight and hearing is limited in perceiving the smallest” (er 
mu zhi li qiongyu xiao 耳目之力窮於小) (1:9, 13).20 On the other side, 
Wang Fuzhi is critical of the Dao‑Buddhist refusal of sensorial ex‑
perience and its concupiscible effects.21 He takes issue with Lao‑
zi’s criticism of the senses, as well as his influences on Neo‑Confu‑
cianism: “Laozi says that ‘the five colours blind man’s eyes, the five 
sounds deafen man’s ears, and the five savours confuse man’s taste’. 
This reasoning means to avoid to look for [mistakes] in oneself, and 

18 See Wang Fuzhi’s commentary in Zhang Zai, Zhangzi Zhengmeng zhu, Qian cheng 
pian, xia 乾稱篇下, 9:42. Cf. Gernet 2005, 254. For the original source of Zhang Zai’s 
sentence, see Zhang Zai, Zhang Zai ji, 6:22.
19 See https://ctext.org/wiki.pl?if=gb&chapter=123173.
20 See also Gernet 2005, 244‑8. In Du Sishu daquanshuo 讀四書大全說, 191, 
Wang expresses his appreciation for “the sole and unique function of mind [xin 
guan du zhi zhi gong 心官独致之功] in reaching principle beyond senses and 
shapes [yu xing’ershang yongsi 於形而上用思]. Cf. https://ctext.org/wiki. 
pl?if=gb&chapter=644850&remap=gb#p192.
21 See Wang Fuzhi’s commentary in Zhang Zai, Zhangzi Zhengmeng zhu, Qian cheng 
pian, xia 乾稱篇下, 9:42. Cf. Gernet 2005, 254.

https://ctext.org/wiki.pl?if=gb&chapter=123173
https://ctext.org/wiki.pl?if=gb&chapter=644850&remap=gb#p192
https://ctext.org/wiki.pl?if=gb&chapter=644850&remap=gb#p192
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rather blame external things”.22 Analysing Zhang Zai’s words, name‑
ly that “[t]he appetite for foods and drink, and the sense of smell and 
taste towards scents and aromas are always a conquest of human 
nature”,23 Wang Fuzhi notices that such phenomena come from inter‑
action with other beings because it is through sensorial organs that 
we perceive the reality of the world. To sum up, senses are associat‑
ed with desires: they get along well and match each other in dealing 
with external things, thus desires automatically arise. This is a nat‑
ural process, as desire is not only what petty people rely on, but al‑
so what gentlemen cannot ignore.24 At the same time, he makes ex‑
plicit the need for moderation ( jie 節, jian 儉): excess and indulgence 
(ren 任, chi 侈) bring disasters (yang bi ji shen 殃必及身) to oneself 
and society (Du Tongjian Lun, 30:49‑51, 19:55).25

Moreover, Wang Fuzhi’s exploration of cognitive efforts goes be‑
yond the distinction made by many thinkers between the inferior and 
superior knowledge we have mentioned, but at the same time, he con‑
firms the limits of human cognitive tools, the perception capacity of 
the senses and the expressive potentiality of language. He refutes 
the concept that identifies reality with its representation and under‑
lines that a large part of reality escapes our perceptions and concep‑
tualisations. Thus, reality cannot be limited to what one sees or hear, 
so that “what the eye does not see is not necessarily without shape 
[mu suo bujian fei wuse ye 目所不見, 非無色也]; what the ear does not 
hear is not necessarily without sound; what the word does not com‑
municate is not necessarily without meaning”. Wang concludes that, 
in researching, despite the efforts made by sight, hearing and lan‑
guage, there will always be forms, sounds and concepts that escape 
our capacity (Siwenlu 思問錄, nei pian 内篇, in Xuxiu Siku 續修四庫, zi 
子, vol. 945, 553, 船山思問錄, 4).26

22 See also Shangshu yinyi, 6:170; Zhangzi Zhengmeng zhu, 3:104.
23 口腹於飲食, 鼻舌於臭味, 皆攻取之性也 Zhang Zai ji, 6:22; Zhangzi Zhengmeng Zhu, 
Cheng ming pian 誠明篇, 3:94; Zhangzi quanshu, 6, 2:18b.
24 耳目口體於天下之物, 相得而各有合, 欲之所自興, 亦天也, 匪徒小人之所依, 抑君子之 

所不能去也 Song Lun 宋論, 2:38 (Taizong 太宗). Cf. https://ctext.org/wiki.pl?if= 
gb&chapter=602253#p39. Desires are defined as striving for satisfying the requests 
of senses (er mu kou ti zhi ge you suoshi er qiude zhi zhe, suowei yu ye 耳目口體之各有所

適而求得之者, 所謂欲也), Du Tongjian Lun 讀通鑒論 (Reading Sima Guang’s Zizhi Tongji‑
an 資治通鑑), 30:49.
25 Wang Fuzhi, in his comment to the Zuozhuan (Duke Zhuang, 24, 儉, 德之共也, 侈, 惡
其大也 “frugality is the reverence of virtue, while extravagance is the great evil”) ex‑
plains that jian 儉 and chi 侈 should not be intended as ‘frugality’ and ‘extravagance’ 
in the economic sense, but rather as ‘self‑control’ and ‘indulgence‑excess’, respective‑
ly. For yang bi ji shen 殃必及身, cf. Mencius, Jin Xin. xia 盡心下, 74: “If one value as most 
precious pearls and jade, calamity is sure to befall him [bao zhuyu zhe, yang bi ji sh‑
en 寶珠玉者, 殃必及身] [instead of valuing the territory, the people, the government]”.
26 See https://ctext.org/wiki.pl?if=gb&chapter=273173#p5.
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7 Yan Yuan

Another innovator, Yan Yuan 顔元 (1635‑1704), in his essay “Preser‑
vation of Learning” (Cunxue bian 存學编), deals with senses and sen‑
sorial desires. He argues that principle and energy are together the 
heavenly Way, like human nature and body are together endowed by 
Heaven; similarly, innate morality (xingming 性命) and physical ten‑
dencies (qizhi 氣質) in man, although individually different, together 
constitute this goodness (Cunxue bian, in Yan Yuan ji, 1:48‑9). In an‑
other work, “Preservation of Human Nature” (Cunxing bian 存性编), 
Yan Yuan seems to echo certain concepts expounded by Wang Fuzhi, 
whose works however could not be published until the middle nine‑
teenth century, and thus their influence began later. Both of them, 
nevertheless, were influenced by Jesuits. Starting from the exposi‑
tion of his cosmological theory, he equates psychophysical nature 
with human nature, that is, with good and innate goodness. He criti‑
cises the dualism of the Cheng brothers and Zhu Xi for their dichoto‑
my principle‑energy and the Daoist influences on Neo‑Confucianism. 
By analysing sight, eyes are used as an argument against tradition‑
al concepts. He distinguishes the physical substance (the eye sock‑
et, the bulb and the pupil) and principle/nature (its sight), to make 
fun of the contrast between the fallibility of the latter and the purity 
of the former, between heavenly nature and physical nature (Cunx‑
ing bian, 1:89).27 What makes ears, eyes, mouth and body feel satis‑
fied and thus aspire to gain is called ‘desire’, and thus the biological 
need and satisfaction of the human body as desire.

8 Dai Zhen

Analogously, Dai Zhen criticises the current opinion that regards sen‑
sory likings and desires as arising from the psychophysical endow‑
ment, separated from principle (Mengzi ziyi shuzheng 孟子字義疏證, 
1:32). Reinterpreting Mencius, Dai argues that the hedonic natural 
tendency of senses is not different from the heart‑mind’s tendency 
towards morality, and it is one of the three basic functions togeth‑
er with emotional and aesthetic‑moral ones. For Dai Zhen, referring 
to Xunzi, the mind consists of three faculties: desires (yu 欲), emo‑
tions (qing 情), and aesthetic‑moral discernment (zhi 知). Human na‑
ture is nothing but blood, vital energy and heart‑mind (Mengzi ziyi 
shuzheng 孟子字義疏證, 3:65‑7). Desires are produced by sensory ex‑
periences, sounds, shapes, smells and tastes, from which one feels 
attraction and repulsion; passions are manifested in joy, anger, sad‑

27 See https://ctext.org/wiki.pl?if=gb&chapter=563881&remap=gb.
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ness and pleasure, for which one feels restlessness and satisfaction; 
by the judgment of the conscience, one likes or dislikes what is beau‑
tiful and what is ugly, what is right and what is wrong (Mengzi ziyi 
shuzheng 孟子字義疏證, 3:66).

Dai singles out the innate ability of humans to react to external 
stimuli, both on sensorial, emotional and intellectual levels. Tastes, 
sounds, and shapes belong to things but are perceived by one’s physi‑
cal nature, and moral principles belong to human affairs but are per‑
ceived by one’s aesthetic‑moral sense. Physical nature and aesthet‑
ic‑moral sense have their own tools: the mouth is able to distinguish 
tastes, the ear to distinguish sounds, the eye to distinguish shapes, 
and the heart‑mind to distinguish moral principles. Tastes, sounds, 
and shapes belong to things and not to the individual, but when they 
are perceived by one’s physical nature (xueqi 血氣), this can distin‑
guish and appreciate them, and what it appreciates should be the best 
(Mengzi ziyi shuzheng 孟子字義疏證, 1:31). Sensory organs allow com‑
munication between the body and external things, but each organ, 
the open portal of this communication, has its own functions: “The 
heart can direct the ear, the eye, the nose, and the mouth, but it can‑
not take over their powers. Their powers are each already adequate 
[to their several functions], and therefore [the various faculties] can‑
not act in each other’s stead” (1:33, transl. by Ewell 1990, 138). Thus, 
the inclinations of the physical body are various and respond to the 
specific needs of the ear, eye, nose, and mouth, but are not rooted in 
the heart‑mind. When senses are guided by the heart‑mind (xin zhi 
guan, jun dao ye 心之官, 君道也), then the satisfaction of senses corre‑
sponds to the conscience, and nature is fully realised in man (1:33). 
In this way Dai Zhen comes back to the “rule of the heart‑mind”, but 
this position does not prevent him from condemning the orthodox bi‑
as against desires. Dai also accuses Zhu Xi and his school to be in‑
fluenced by Dao‑Buddhist prejudices against desires (1:35‑46). Wor‑
thy of note is that Dai Zhen, like Wang Fuzhi, was acquainted with 
the writings of the Jesuits and was influenced by western culture, 
on the basis of their statement of “Western learning originated from 
China” (xixue Zhong yuan 西學中源) (Tao 2014; Lin 2010; Xu 2012).

The findings show the interest of Neo‑Confucian thinkers in sen‑
sorial functions and experience. The priority of moral perspective in 
dealing with bodily sensations is quite evident: sensory experienc‑
es turn into desires, repulsions, passions and reactions that have ef‑
fects on individual balance and social relationships. The somatisa‑
tion of emotions is facilitated by the holistic conception of the body 
and its parts, a conception shared by most of Neo‑Confucian think‑
ers. Senses are supposed to cooperate with the mind, under its con‑
trol, and are involved in self‑cultivation practices.

This survey affords merely a concise analysis of a few selected 
thinkers, to selectively explore the historical continuity and evolution 

Paolo Santangelo
The Wisdom of Senses. Neo-Confucian Reflections on Cultural Body



Paolo Santangelo
The Wisdom of Senses. Neo-Confucian Reflections on Cultural Body

Sinica venetiana 10 197
The Historian’s Gaze, 183‑202

of how Neo‑Confucians thought about senses and morality. Zhang Zai 
has been selected because he was one of the founders of the Neo‑Con‑
fucian metaphysical structure, and influenced later important think‑
ers, like Zhu Xi and Wang Fuzhi. Zhang’s contribution to the distinc‑
tion between two different kinds of knowledge, the superior moral 
intuition and the inferior sensorial perception, concerns both gnos‑
eology and self‑perfection practices, the difference between need 
and desire for the superfluous. Then, I tried to follow the develop‑
ment of ideas during the economic and social transformations in the 
second part of the Ming dynasty, by presenting some key passages 
from Wang Yangming and his school. Finally, I examined Wang Fu‑
zhi’s new approach, and his return to the orthodoxy but with some 
significant innovations. The late great Qing thinkers Yan Yuan and 
Dai Zhen show a new practical perspective, based on their criticism 
of Zhuxi’s school and its diffidence for senses and desires. From this 
survey a few constant elements of the debate on the senses are ev‑
ident. By the way, these few but significant examples show a holis‑
tic approach, and above all highlight the ‘legitimation’ of senses in 
the li‑qi 理‑氣 discussion or their role in the self‑cultivation process. 
What thinkers were interested in was the vitalistic and hedonic char‑
acter of senses and the moral supervision of the mind in a holistic 
concept of the body, whose organs are always considered in con‑
nection with the heart‑mind. Analyses of the cognitive functions of 
senses and their role were often framed in the debate on the princi‑
ple‑desires relationship and also in the self‑cultivation process, but 
the emphasis was on the holistic vision of the person rather than the 
detailed functioning of every sensory organ. The scarce attention 
to the physiological functions of the senses, if compared with west‑
ern analytical writings as appears in the Jesuits’ writings (Meynard 
2020), is probably motivated by their presumed epistemic inferiori‑
ty to the superiority of the intuition of the mind.
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